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thinking on the various networks of the comemporary present (and for 
much. much more). Kian Runnels Kenyon-Dean, coincidentally (?) born 
nine months after UFOs were sighted over Albany. New York, retninded 
me of the resemblance between aliens and feruses, especia lly after I first 
saw the sonogram of what became Kian. Both prcvenr my world from be­
ing a totally :alien place. 

A draft of Chapter 5 was previously published in TblDry lind Evtnt as 
~The Familiarity of Strangeness: Aliens, Citizens, and Alxluction." 

The art used on pages 47.106, uS, and 159 was provided by Jeff West­
over, himself an experiencer. He can be contacted by E-mail at jeff.west­
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Introduction 
Allen Politics 

Earth vs. the Flying Saucers 

Aliens have invaded the United States. No longer confined to 
science ficrion and Elvis-obsessed tabloids, aliens appear in the Ntw l&rk 

TimtJ, the Washington Post, and the Willi Strm Journal, at candy counters 
(in chocolarc-covcrcd flying saucers and as Martian meion-fJa\'ored lol­
lipops), and on Internet web sitcs. Aljens are at the center of a battle at 

HarVlllrd, caught in the university's furor over the psychologlstJohn Mack's 
work with alleged abduction experiencers and its anempt to revoke the 
Pulitzer Prize-winning professor's tenure. Aliens have been seen in cred­
ible company at MIT. There, at the 1991 Abduction Study Conference, 
psychiatrists, abductees, urologists, and professors in sociology, religion, 
and physics seriously discussed the possibilio/ that aliens arc abducting 
people from bedrooms and cars and using their sperm and ow to create a 
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hybrid human-alien species.! In Nevada, a stretch of interstate near the 
secret military base and alleged crashed-disk hiding place Area; 1 was re­
named the Extraterrestrial Highway. Attending the dedication ceremony 
were Nevada government officials, the stars, directors, and writers from 
InJepmJen(t Day, and county, state, and national directors from the Mumal 
UFO Network.! Walt Disney World added a new arrraction, the Extra­
TERRoRestrial Alien Encounter. Disney invited abductees to Orlando to 

promote it.) 
Aliens have been used to market AT&T cellular phones, fo.1ilL:y Way 

candy bars, Kodak film, Diet Coke, Stove-Top Sruffing, T-shirtS, Rice 
Krispies, air fresheners, toys, abduction insurance, sbteboard accessories, 
and the baclcl ist at MIT Press. T ided "Subliminal Abduction," the catalog, 
with its "totally alien prices," features the typical big-eyed gray alien and 
the alien's remarks on various books. For example, about Thomas Mc­
Canhy's Idrais and J/Iusiuns, the alien says "Item 120 explicates earthling 
delusions with grace, wit, and sa\'age sarcasm. A must read!" Fox Network's 
popular show, The X-Files, with its focus on abductions, conspiracies, and 
the search for truth, has genel'1lted its own line of products (mugs, hars, 
books, T-shirtS, comic books) as well as a lively discussion group on Amer­
ica OnLine. CompuServe features a dosed abductee discussion forum. Ab­
ductees Anonymous has a site on the '\Vorld Wide V{eb where abductees 
and experiencers (those who feel more positive about their alien encoun­
ters) recount and interpret imponam events in their lives. A special section 
is reserved for abductee problems, such as spontaneous involuntary invisi­
bility. Entmah/men! Tonigbt says that ETs arc one of the most accessed 
subjects on the Net, second only to sex.4 The Pmtboust site, promoting the 
September 19¢ issue, fearures both: it displays photos that publisher Bob 
Guccione claims come from the "real autopsy" of the alien who crashed in 
Roswell, New Mexico, in J947 (as opposed to the fake alien aU[Qpsy broad­
cast by the Fox Network fi rst in 1995 and frequen tly thereafter). The pho­
tOS are acrual1y of the model alien body used in the Showtime mO\ie RoswtU 
and on display at the town Roswell's International UFO Museum. 

\Vord on the Net is that former Entmainmtnt Tonight host John Tesh is 
an alien. The tabloids claim that twelve U.S. senators arc space aliens. Scort 
Mandclker says that 150 million Americans are aliens. J (At le3st they have 
political representation.) A Roper poll suggests that at least one in fifty 
Americans has been abducted by aliens.6 A Gallup poll says that 27 percent 
of Americans believe space aliens ha\·e visited Eanh.7 The Ptntboust site 
raises the number to 48 percent. A TimelCNN poll says So percent of irs 
respondents believe the U.S. government is covering up its knowledge of 
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the existence of aliens. Sixty-five percent believe a UFO crashed in Roswell 

in 1947.8 

The WetHy WtlTld Nt'Ws says that an alien has visited Newt Gingrich. Re­
porting on the alien's exchange with the Speaker, the tabloid quotes the 
spokesman Tony Blankely: "1 can assure you that no extraterrestrial that 
comes to this country from outer space would be eligible for welfa re 
benefits of any kind.'" MAD magaz.ine asks why the aliens don't take 
Newt. 10 The opera singer M:uia Ewing feel s she's been overtaken by the 
Internet: '"The Internet is like aliens landing on the planet and we can do 
nothing about it. I don't like that at all." 11 It is an age of aliens, an alien age 
when alien images and alien copies and copies of 2liens appear unpre­
dictably and unannounced in places they shouldn't, in places we can't un­
derstand, in multiple, contradictory, alien places. 

Take, for example, this insertion of alien imagery into the history of the 
space program: "UFO Rescued Apollo , ) ," the headline for a cover story 
in the H'tlkry WtlTld Nl'Wl. Compared [Q the tabloid's coverage of the vam­
pire baby ("Bat Child Found in Cave!" and KBat Child Escapes!), the alien 
report is tame, an unabashed attempt to link into the success of the film 
Apollo 13 in the summer of 1995. The tabloid does more than aapitalize on 
a popular film, however. The.story of the UFO's rescue of the beleaguered 
American spacecraft accents the failure of the Apollo r 3 mission at a time 
when the movie 2nd most popular media emphasized the safe and tri­
umphant return of crew and aapsuJe. Stressing the human vulnerability of 
the astronauts, the tabloid relocates NASA's S[Qry of success to an 21ien do­
main. In the Wtekry World Nrws account, the si tuation was too dire, humans 
2nd technology tOO we2k, ignorant, and ill-prepared to cope with disaster. 
While mainstream medi2 blurred the boundaries between the film and the 
mission - Tom Hanks nOt only pl2yed Jim Lovell but also brought the 
astronaut with him when he accepted an award - the tabloid wedges an 
2lternative history between them. This alternative tabloid history offers a 
challenge -however credible or incredible-not only to the truth of 
ApoJJo f3, tbt movit, but to the original ApoJJo ' 3 mission, itself created for 
a television audience. 

The tabloid, in its wild possibility, rejects the idea that outerspace is 
empty, vacant. It disrupts the fanrasy that three white men, heroiaally ven­
turing out into a new frontier, encounter no one at all, no one to colonize, 
nothing [Q appropriate. It reminds us, in other words, t hat in space, "we" 
(if those who get there can be said to represent any of us) are the 2liens. The 
tabloid story of a UFO saving the American space program challenges the 
illusions of technology, power, and 2gency created in the American theatrics 
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of space. \¥ith hints of conspiratorial secrets, the tabloid lands in an alien 

space of virtual truth. 
This is a book about alien space, about following and creating links from 

culrurnl images of tbe alien to tales of UFOs and abduction, to computer 
and communication technologies, to political pass.ivity and conspirncy 
thinking in the contemporary United States. By examining changes in the 
metaphor of outerspace that accompany the shift from outerspace to cy­
berspace, we can traverse webs through U.s. society at the millennium and 
better understand American paranoia. To this end, I read accounts of and 

reactions to the officially produced space program of the I g60s. Like the 
tabloid, I situate America's space program in an alien domain. I consider 
the witnesses, and the witnessing, of launches of manned spacecraft and of 
alien intrusions into women's bedrooms and bodies. I look at the discred­

ited and stigmatized knowledge o f aliens and at what this knowledge might 
hold for mainsueams in American culrure. Abduction, I suggest, is more 
than an alien story. It's a symptomatic or extreme form of what is wide­

spread in everyday life at the millennium. 

Windows 1000 

Thoughtful analyses by scholars in religious studies have asked about 

tbe function of fiying saucers in the belief systems of UFO aficionados and 
"culrists."u My questions are different. I'm concerned less with UFO be­
lief than with aliens in everyday life. How is it possible that American pop­
ular cultures in the last decade of the twentieth cenrury are so taken with, 
so interested in, so inscribed by aliens? People all over the world report 

UFOs and claim to see their occupants, but aliens are embedded in Amer­
ica. They have a history in American fo lklore, a present in Hollywood films. 

They are part of the cultural moment o f the millennium. Stories of aliens 
and alien abduction appear in the most unlikely places, like the speC{;hes of 
Louis Farrakhan, gay fiction, the Nnv York". L) \ Vhy? Interpreting these 
texts won't tell us. For this we need a b roader, more multilayered and in­
terdisciplinary analysis. We need an interrogation of the connections be­

tween culrural artif.lcts and social and political life. 
Understanding the aliens in contemporary America requires attention 

not only to the stories some of us tell, but to the practices and technologies 
that enable the stories to be told. We have to consider how the knowledge 

of the alien is produced. So while I look at the tabloids, testimonials, TV 
documentaries, and Web sites that transmit knowledge of aliens, I also take 
up the networks of power and information that enable these transmissions 
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to occur. This lalter concern, leading me as it does from television to 
televisuality, invokes dunking about the oonditions of democracy as it is 
prncticed in the techno-global information society that is America at the 
millennium. 

My focus is on those familiar alien themes and images that escape UFO 
subcultures to appear in a variety of contempornry media and in easily ac­
cessible locations in popular cultures. Langdon Winner says that although 
genetic engineering and life in space "call into question what it means to be 
hwnan," science fiction is the primary site of speculation about such radi­
cal changes in the human condition. I. H e's right, up to a poine Science 
fiction is important. But I'm imerested in the more mundane aliens that 
populate alternative science, that come to us from a branch called ufology. 
Popular prnctices of science such as ufology are fields of knowledge de­
voted to exploring and expanding, often quite beyond belief, the scope of 
human experience of the real. 

Alternative sciences like ufology are compelling because they claim to 

be true. Like mainstream sciences, their truth claims take a variety of forms. 
Indeed, they insert themselves into the interstices of medicine, psychology, 
biology, religion, astronomy, and ecology. Because of their claims to truth, 
alternative sciences have political interconnections and repercussions, par­
ticularly in democratic societies that claim to value open discussion or in 
scientific circles that credit themselves with being objective, imercslCd only 
in evidence.ll 

Ufology is political because it is stigmatized. To claim to have seen a 
UFO, to have been abducted by aliens, or even to believe those who say 
they have is a political act. It might not be a very big or revolutionary p0-

litical act, but it contests the StatuS quo. lrrunediately it installs the claimant 
at the margins of the social, within a network of sites and connections that 
don't command a great deal of mindshare, that don't get a lot of hits. UFO 
researcher Robert Dean (no relation) has experienced this firsthand. He 
sued his employer for discriminating agajnst him because of his UFO be­
liefs. Dean won. Ir is this stigma attached [0 UFOs and UFO belief that 
enables the alien to function as an icon for some difficult social problems, 
particularly those located around the filu lt lines of truth, reality, and rea­
sonableness. And it is also what makes aliens and UFOs interesting fo r crit­
ical social theory, not whether or not they are real, not whether the claims 
about t hem are true. That some people believe UFOs are real and true af­
fects our concepts of politics and the political. 

Images of outerspace throughout popular culture give us access to social 
and political anxieties accompanying the information revolution. They 
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give us a window to changes in the culrural imaginary during the late twen­
tieth century. William Connolly writes: "The acceleration of speed and the 

multiplication of border crossings in late-modern life create distinctive 

possibilities and dangers simultaneously."16 Connecred as they are with 
fantasies about the furore, with time traveling and border crossing, aliens 
link into the hopes and fears inscribed in technologies. At the moment of 
globalization, of networL:ed opportunities and communications transcend­
ing the local and national, they provide an extraterrestrial perspective. 

So although aliens appeared in American popular culture at the last fin 
de siecle, and although mOst societies tell stories about otherworldly visi­
tors, I concentrate on what the details of space stories tell us about Anleri­
can society today. Narratives of abduction and conspiracy are uniquely 
influential in the current technological context, a context where informa­
tion travels at the speed oflight and everything is entertainment. They tell 
about particular ways of being human that, as they describe experiences be­
yond belief and control, reach out from the lives of UFO abductees to sug­
gest an abduction of a completely different sort. They tell about ways of be­
ing human that transform the representations of agency and spectatorship 
found in space imagery up through the seventies. Narratives of abduction 
reconfigure the present's acceptance of passivity, suspicion, paranoia, and 
loss as, themselves, forms of action. 

My argument is that the aliens infiltrating American popular cultures 
provide icons through which [0 access the new conditions of democratic 
politics at the millennium. The conditions arc new in that - despite the 
thematics of space, technology, and millennium deeply embedded in Amer­
ican self-understandings - the increasing complexity of an age brought 
about by networked computers and information, on the one hand, and the 
inscription of American politics within a televisual public sphere, on the 
other, have created a simation where political choices and decisions are 
virtually meaningless, practically impossible. Faced with gigabytes of indi­
gestible information, computer-generated special effects, competing expert 
testimonies, and the undeniable presence of power, corruption, racism, and 
violence throughout scicnce and law, vOtcrs, consumers, viewers, and wit­
nesses h:we no criteria for choosing among policies and verdicts, treatments 
and claims. Even further, we have no recourse to procedures, be they scien­
tificor juridical, that might provide some "supposition of reasonableness." 11 

Popular media are filled with examples of the undecidability of contem­
porary political issucs. Elaine Showalter, in her book HystfJriu, attempts to 
treat some of these issues, such as Gulf \;Var syndrome and, yes, alien ab­
duction, as pan of a new epidemic of hysteria. In so doing, she misses a 
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fundamental point. \¥hat is at stake is the question of truth. No expert 
analysis can decide the maner, can convince a "public" of its righOlcss. 
Globalization and the Internet destroy tbe illusion of the public by creat­
ing innumerable networks of connection and information. By their intro­
duction of disagreement, confrontation, and critique, they have always al­
ready displaced any possibility of agreement. Showalter writes that "it will 
we de~ication and persistence to counter sensational nev.'S reports, ru­
mors, and fear" - as if there were one truth available that simply needs to 
be discovered. IS As if we can m ow the difference. 

In contrast, I am convinced that many contemporary political matters 
are simply undecidable. My panicular interest is in those, like ufology and 
abduction, that not on1y rurn on questions of evidence, but iO\'olve charges 
of conspiral"}' and are in conflict with what is claimed as "consensus reality" 
o r "common sense." " Although the crash and investigation of TWA 
f1ight Soo, the bombing at the Atlanta Olympics, and the arrest of Timothy 
McVeigh come t eadily to mind here. the 0.]. Simpson trials are the most 
obvious example. Duringand after Simpson's criminal trial, a large percent­
age of African Americans, as well as others, were persuaded that Simpson 
was the victim of a racist, evidence-tampering conspir2CY on the part of the 
Los Angeles Police Department. DNA evidence entered by the prosecu­
tion was not as compelling as what, for many, was a personal experience of 
discrimination and harm. 

Given the political and politiciz.ed position of science today, funded by 
corporations and by the military, itself discriminatory and elitist, this atti­
tude toward scientific authority makes sense. Its impact, moreo\'er, is po­
tentially democratic. It prevents science from functioning as a trump card 
having the last word in what is ultimately a political debate: how people will 
live and work. together. Skepticism toward experts, authorities, and a tech­
nology t hat has made virtuality part of everyday life means, increasingly, 
that more people find it likely that technology is used to deceive us rather 
than benefit or prote<:t us. 

We have moved from consensus reality to virtual reality. Politics itself 
must now be theorized from within the widespread dispersion of paranoia 
thar has supplanted focused targets such as "Jim Crow" laws. Richard 
Nixon, and the Vicmam War. Insofar as its practioners can link together 
varieties of disparate phenomena to find patterns of denial, occlusion, and 
manipulation, conspiracy theory, far from a label dismissively attached to 
the lunatic fringe , may well be an appropriate vehicle for political comcs­
tation.10 Some government agencies, as wdl as some researchers and jour­
nalists. have already been thinking and acting in ways that might have been 
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dismissed as "conspirarorial" under rradidonal JX)litics. As Gram Kester 
explains in his compelling analysis of federal information policies during 
the Reagan administration: 

With the growing use of computer networks the government is faced 
with the problem of an information blizzard-a lascivious and poten· 
tially threatening intermingling in which memos, affidavits, invoices, re­
ceipts, banI.: statements, and other documents combine and recombine 
themselves to produce dangerous new constellations of meaning. In this 
scenario the threat doesn't lie with a single piece of damaging informa­
tion that "leaks out" and exposes government malfeasance, but with the 
possible interconnections that might be made among dozens of differ­
ent bits of information; bits that might mean little or nothing by them­
selves, but that, when assembled by the researcher into a particular nar­
rative form, could prove extremely damaging.ll 

To reiterate, my claim is not that people who think they have been ab­
ducted by aliens threaten to destroy democracy. It is nO[ that UFO believ­
ers are irrational.21 Rather, being unable to judge their rationality points to 

the lack of widespread criteria for judgments about what is reasonable and 
what is not: ufological discourse upholds the very criteria for scientific ra­
tionality tbat mainstream science uses to dismiss it. "Scientists" are tbe 
ones who have problems with the "rationality" of those in the UFO com­
munity. "Scientists" are the ones who feel a need to explain why some 
people believe in flying saucers, or who dismiss those who do so as "dis­
torted" or "prejudiced" or "ignorant." 

Such dismissals, handed out ever more frequently as science increas­
ingly impacts on our lives, contribute to the mistrust that pervades con­
temporary democracy. Those in positions of power deploy terms like "rea­
sonable" and "rationaL" Previously, the victims of this deployment, the 

"unreasonable" and "irrational," remained isolated. They had difficulty 
getting anention and fighting back. Now, thanks to widespread develop­
ments in communication networks, the "irrational" can get their message 
out. They can find and connect with those myriad others also dismissed by 
science. They can network. and offer alternatives to official deployments or 
reason. They can reclaim their rationality on their own terms. 

\¥hat happens when there is so much suspicion of terms like "reason­
able" and "rational" that one can no longer tell what an informed decision 
on a matter like, say, partial-birth abortion or nuclear waste storage might 
look like? This is where America is today. We face a simation of profound 
blurring, of cOmplex interconnection, that has profoundly altered the 
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conditions we use to establish the intelligibility of an issue or judgment. We 

have permanent media. Although not yet seamless, as proJX.lnents of push 
technologies - which, like TV, deliver messages without the user having 
to search for them - advocate, the experience of media in millennial 
Ameria smears lines hetween ad and information, product and producer, 
ad and product, entertainment and all of the above.H The new communi­

cation technologies make possible connections between persons and infor­
mation that were once unimaginable. These include temporal and spatial 
connections: [ can see images from Mars now, in real time. They include 

conceptual and visual connections, "special effects" no longer limited to 
Industrial Lighr and Magic bur available from Photoshop for the splicer 
on a budget. How can we tell whether a person in a photo was insened or 
really there? 

Access [Q media and technology affects the practices of democracy. 
More opinions, more COntestations are possible than before simply because 
of the ease of connection. Dismissing Others' opinions is more likely to 

provoke outrage, to get some kind of response, even if only a few thousand 
people on the Internet are watching. The lines of thinking, the networks of 
diS{:ursive authority thar had remained separate, are now more likely to 
blur as more people know more about what happens. Yet, they still may not 
know what it means or even if it rtally happened. How can I know which 

statement all partial abortion reAects "fActs" the pro-life movement wants 
to disseminate? How can I know whether this is an issue on which I might 
change my mind or compromise? 

UFOs, aliens, and abduction provide ideal vehicles for accessing the ef­
fects of these changes on American society. America has a long history of 
contestations, fringe groups, and conspiracy theorists. Now, though, any 
COntest, any group, any theory has more opponunity to acquire an audi­
ence, to link into a network where it won't be obscured by those pans of 
our culture with claims to public or political status. Because of the perva­
siveness of UFO belief and the ubiqui ty of alien imagery, ufology is an es­
pecially revealing window into current American paranoia and distfUsr. loVe 
might say tbat it's "of the fringe" though no longer "on the fringe ." 

Phil Cousineau's hook UFOs: A Manllal for tht Milltnnium helps me 
explain why. Cousineau provides the following "Quick UFO Facts": "For 
every fundamentalist Christian there are five UFO believers; UFO believ­
ers oumumber Roman Catholics by a ratio of better than twO to one; UFO 
believers oumumber the voters wbo placed Reagan, Bush, and Clinton in 
office; There are three adult Americans who belie ... e that UFOs are real for 
every two skeptics."H Although the meanings of "belief" and "real" aren't 
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clear, presumably including a spectrum of views nnging from the possibil­

ity of life in outerspace to the conviction that one is oneself an alien, when 

considered against the scientific rationalism claimed for the dominant cul­

ture these statistics suggest that UFO belief is widespread enough to con­
flict with the concept of a unitary puhlic reason. UFO belief thus chal­
lenges the presumption that there is some "public" that shares a notion of 

reality, a concept of reason, and a set of criteria by which claims to reason 

and rationality are judged. 
Likewise, to focus on the ubiquity of alien imagery, I want to refer to a 

line that appeared in a 1994 discussion of American disillusionment in the 
Nt'W }ark TimtJ Magazint: "People talk as though our political system had 
been taken over by alien beings."ll What are the cultural conditions that 

make such a sentence not only intelligi ble, but also not surprising? ,"VIm 
can it mean that reference to aliens and alien abduction pervade popular 

media even as these referen(.'eS differ in their cynicism, irony, dismissive­
ness, or respect toward UFO belief and believers? The interesting phe­

nomena involve more than belief in aliens and UFOs, for Americans have 
believed in an astounding variety of things.l6 These phenomena include the 
interest in aliens on the part of those who don't believe, in aliens as fJshion 

statement or icon of techno-globalism o r globo-technocism. The interest­

ing phenomena involve the myriad acknowledgments in networked infor­
mation cultures of the extraterrestrial gaze.17 

The Theatrics of Space 

The stories Americans tell about space are stories about who we are and 
who we want to be. They incorporate the prnctices within which we live 

and govern ourse!\'es and the technologies that make it all, the practices 
and the dreams, possible. To this extent, space stories provide a key loca­

tion for interro~ting the link between American technology and Ameri­
can identity. Central to these stories is NASA. 

I would like to claim that the connection between space and technol­
ogy is uniquely my own, but it isn't. Its pop-culture configuration was 
brought to us by NASA. Itself a product of the Cold War, the space pro­

gram was part of a general theatries of space in which the roles of hero and 
scientist, citizen and wimcss were enacted. In the sLnies and seventies, 
outerspace and the U.S. ability to conquer it appeared as a serialized ac­
count of American power and success. Technology would win the Cold 
''Var and the ratings war as it proved t he superiority of the American dem­
ocratic experiment. 
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The celebration o f technological achievement had some political draw­

backs. Even as the Apollo flights announced man's arrival on the moon, the 

astronaut image did not deflect public attention from the economic, racial, 
and political warfure spreading throughout the United States. If technol­

ogy could send a man to outerspace and bring him safely home, why could 
it not solve more basic problems of poveny and hunger? Given America's 
domestic problems, the space program seemed, at best. a luxury we could 
not afford and, at worst, the most visible expression of a powerful, invasive 

technocracy. The advances in rocketry necessary for space flight were ac­
companied by the development of the digital computer. 

A tension between human and technological achievement "'llS present in 
the very first days of Project Mercury. For example, the issue of Life an­

nouncing John Glenn, Gus Grissom. and Alan Shepard as the space pro­
gram's fi rs t launch team also ran an article on computers entitled "The Ma­
chines Are Taking Over ."18 Describing "the great computer invasion," the 

article asks whether we are "altogether wise in ... putting ourselves at the 

mercy of these electronic robots." In a section headed "Our Computerized 
Government," it reports the IRS's use of computers to "scrutinize" tax re­
turns and explains that "by next ye ar one ninth of the country will have il:S 
tax returns watched in this diabolical fashion." The computers that made 
space fli ght possible were seen as contributing to a larger system of sur­

veillance, to a techno-political colonization of American lives in funda­
mental and ironic contrast to space-age freedom. 

Now that personal computers have let us take matters into our own 

hands, cyberspace is the new frontier, the realm of possibility, creativity, 
outlaw hackers, and nerd billionaires. Computer companies, traditional 
media, and politicians such as Newt Gingrich and AI Gore transmit the 

message that the Internet is our future, that it frees us from the confines of 
home and office, connecting us to people, places, and profits throughout 
the world. The launch of Windows 95 is a bigger event than Cali/to's win­
dow to Jupiter. 

In stark contrast, outerspace has been reformatted around OUT lack of 

will, our acquiescence to powers apparently beyond our comprehension, 
our passivity in the face of increasing complexities.19 For the week of the 

t\I-'enty-fifth anniversary of Neil Armstrong's moon walk, Timt fearured a 
cover story on the Internet. A brief anicle on the future of the space pro­
gram describes NASA's loss of purpose and finds the agency "trapped in a 
downward spiral of mediocrity." )O NtWswtt/t's cover story on the possibil­
ity of a manned Mars landing announces t hat we have the necessary tech­
nology but questions whether we have the wilt "Real space Right is never 
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as easy 2S it looks in cyber.space." JJ Twenty-five years after Apollo, the im-
2ges of 2nxiety have reversed themselves. 

That same year - in fuct, about that same time - I started thinking 

about alien abduction. John Mack, the H arvard psychiatristl had just pub­
lished a book on his work with alleged expcricncef5 of abduction by ex­
trllterrestrials. Mack left out "alleged." As I read Made's case srudies, r re­
membered that in 1973 two men from my grandparents' hometown of 
Pascagoula, Mississippi, claimed to have been abducted by aliens. They 
were fi shing out on a pier by the town's large shipyard. I had fished there, 
taken the skiff out with my grandparents and hoped for catfish and not just 
sheepbeads. The men who were abducted, Charles Hickson and Calvin 
Parker, were taken for examination (by "officials," not aliens) to Keesler Air 
Force Base in Biloxi, where my futher worked. Hickson and Parker didn't 
have any sort of radiation poisoning or damage, but they seemed credible. 
People took this seriously. Up and down the Gulf Coast it was a big deal. 

Nineteen ninety-four held other important twenty-live-year anniver­
saries, I was surprised when the anniversary of \·Voodstock got more press 
than the annivef5ary of Neil Armstrong's 1969 "giant leap," now reduced 
to a small step. I was also surprised that former football player and B-movie 
actor O.J. Simpson got more coverage than the moon, Mack, and Wood­
stock combined. During the next eighteen months of an ention to Simpson's 
trial for the murder of Nicole Brown and Ron Goldman, the tabloids went 
wild. And everything-serious newspapers, serious broadcast news and 
rndio- seemed to rum into tabloids. 

In this setting, I began to wonder how it was possible that alien abduc­
tion could become not only a common culrural motifbut also a phenome­
non that some people take seriously. This question launched me into a 
srudy of the contexts and conditions in which the discourse on UFOs and 
abduction was produced. It also led me to the context and conditions of 
American society and culrure since the end of World War IT in general and 
since the fall of communism in particular. The more I venrured into the 
weird world of flying saucers, the more it started to look like business as 
usual at tbe millennium - or was it the other way around? Abductees claim 
to be harassed by government and military agents, by shadowy operatives 
and MIBs (Men in Black). The Pentagon admits to funding research on 
"remote viewing" or psychic spying. The Clinton administration acknowl­
edges the Tuskegee syphilis experiments on African American men. The 
mainstream press alleges CIA involvement in drug trafficking in America's 
inner cities. Members of the UFO community swear that the government 
is covering up evidence of crashed saucers and alien bodies. The British 
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government faces up [0 "mad cow disease." Conspiracy theory is everyday 
politics. 

An atmosphere of paranoia pervades traditional media, informing dis­
cussions of the Clinton presiden<.y, suicidal cults such as H eaven's Gate, 

separatist cults like t he Republic of Texas, and the Internet. Indeed, some­
time between the fall of 15)96 and the spring of 1997, the attitude of the 
mainstream press [Oward the Internet shifts. Although tech coverage has 
long included utopian and dystopian trends, during the first half of the 
nineties the utOpian spin dominates. The lnternet m tllns teledemocracy 

and information superhighways.JZ By the second half of the nineties, darker 
themes of paranoia and conspiracy inflect most accounts of cyheria. Rather 
than featuring lofty speeches &om Newt Gingrich and Al Gore, traditional 

media deride the ABC correspondent Pierre Salinger for flashing a photo­
graph downloaded from the Net as proof that a missile was responsible for 

the crash ofn.vA Flight 8oo.H Instead of calling for a computer in every 
classroom, commentators in the traditional press now advise parents how 
to protect their children from UFO cultists using the Internet to "recruit" 
new members. This despite the fact that most of the members of Heaven's 
Gate had been involved with the group and preparing to move to the "level 
above human" for more than twenty years. H The shift in mood is so pro­
nounced that even the technologically enthusiastic N~ lork Timts agrel.'S 

that cyberia is facing an "image problem." In April 1997, the "Week in Re­
view" section of the Sunday paper leads with an article titled "Old View of 
t he Internet: Nerds. New View: Nuts."H The Net is no longer presented 
as the penultimate exemplar of rational democracy. Now it's a sign of mil­
lennial paranoia as well as the new rromier.J6 

This is the context, then, for my reflections on aliens, reflections that 
link the alien to a political context of paranoia and a technological context 
of complexiry, uncenainty, and interconnection. After losing to IBM's 
chess-playing computer Deep Blue; Gary Kasparov remarked: "I'm a hu­
man being. \Vhen I confront something that's beyond my understanding, 

I'm afraid." If, as I suspect, this is the predominant way in which Americans 
confront and live their lives today, then it calls for engaged and sustained 
mqUiry. 

I make such an inquiry informed by questions about democracy. Con­
temporary political theory already features acti\'e debates over the links be­
tween democracy, reason, and the possibility of the public. And, again, I 

claim that because there is no public, hecause there are only spaces, dis­
courses, networks, and fields that seek [0 legitimize themselves through 
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their installation as "the public," we live in new conditions under which 
democracy must be rethought. Likewise, because there is no "reason" that 
can anchor, ground, or unite the disparate networks constitutive of the 
many popular practices of contemporary democracy, but only discourses 
that aim to esrablish themselves as such, democratic theory can no longer 
presume a reality based on consensus. It has to reposition itself within vir· 
tlIal reali ty. Consequently, I provide a way of theorizing politics that is em· 
bedded not just in popular cultures but in the broader terrain of the social 
often analyzed by cultural studies." That is to say, I consider aliens not 
simply as televisual or media products, but as figures w'ithin a complex of 
fields that includes science, science srndies, and alternative science as well 
as ads, rabloids, and fash ion accessories. Aliens can be linked under the dis· 
course of ufology. They can also be considered icons to be clicked from a 
variety of different sites. I do both. 

Conspiring against the PUblic 

In contemporary America the familiar is strange: computer manuals, 
programming the VCR, communication with the taxi driver, automated 
voice mail, the man on t he corner who seems to be staring at our child. The 
familiar isn't reassuring. If isn't safe. It isn't something we know, under· 
srand, predict, or control. Like newssrand tabloids and trash TV, the 
strange is part of our everyday world; indeed, so much a pan of it that we 
don't try to bring it in. We don't try to fit the strange into something we 
can handle. We coexist with dissonance. 

This dis§Onance has been a concern of academics, commentators, and 
activists of all kinds. Conservatives and fundamentalists formulate the 
problem nostalgically, stressing the decline of the family and the loss of 
moral values. Their proposed solution tends to rely on shoring up bound· 
aries, be they those that establish the nation, gender, sexuality, or ethnic· 
ity. Other conservative reactions turn to scapegoats: the feminists and 
relativists destroying the universities, the drug addicts and homosexuals 
spreading AIDS, the teen welfare mothers draining federa l budgets, the 
aliens swarming into California, l exas, F1orida, and New York. More pro~ 

gressive responses to the familiarity of strangeness have presented the 
problem as one of attirude: we need to accept the strange, t he different. We 
need to be more open·minded and tolerant. Once we appreciate multiplic· 
icy and hybridity, we will jettison the ideal of assimilation and embrace 
nonassimilation. "Can't we all just get along?" Though a welcome relief 
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from the Right's barely concealed hate, progressive efforts don't seem ro 
recognize how acceptance of otherness turns to resignation, how political 
apathy masks itself as tolerance. 

Underneath such approaches to strangeness, whether regressive or 
progressive, rests a vision of public life as loosely centered in a public 
sphere. 1n this public sphere, citizens, whether they share a specific set of 
cultural values and traditions or have broad commionents to mutual re­
spect and rational deliberation, arc not strangers to one another or them­
selves. J8 Instead, they discuss matters of common interest and concern. 
\¥hen they do so, they understand one another. Their languages and mean­
ings are clear, comprehensible. Disagreements are rational results of dif­
fering preferences, themselves rational results of differing outcomes in the 
distribution (also rational) of goods and services, talents and opportuni­
ties.J9 Citizenship, in other words, is characterized by a familiarity that is 
never strange. 

This familiar conception of the public sphere and its citizens has already 
been the subject of convincing critiques, some based in sex, race, and 
class.4G Despite their persuasive force, I worry that the critiques might be 
too limited because they still allow - indeed, require - the possibility of a 
group of "us," a mainstream, a public, who speak a common language and 
employ a common rationality. This common rationality is the standard by 
which deviations, irrationalities, are judged, through which CJl:clusions are 
not only effected but discerned. Differences end up deposited onto some 
set of others, onto unfamiliar strangers. But what about situations where 
this supposedly common rationality and language produce strange, contra­
dictory, incredible, irrational results? I am interested in discourses like 
ufology where participants think they speak and reason like everyone else. 
but where everyone else finds what they are saying to be incomprehensible 
and irrational. This seems to be the siruation of America at the miUennium. 

Simultaneously denaruralizing and literalizing the strange and alien, the 
UFO discourse provides a means for grappling with the other. No matter 
how familiar, cliched, or banal, the alien remains. In abduction accounts, 
moreover, the closer the alien gets, the more foreign it becomes. The ufo­
logical alien. the product of the understandably self-defensive diS(.'OUfSC of 
the UFO community, marks the contemporary situation of American 
techno-political life. It appears in popular culture as an icon we can click on 
to run a program of nonassimilation. We can use the alien, therefore, to 

open a window to narratives that cling to claims of reason and reality even 
as they contest them. 

Once linked to the indeterminability of the rationality of the public 
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sphere, and hence m the collapse of its very possibility, the alien highlights 
two imponant characteristics of the site of politics today. Conveniendy, 
The X-Files, that exemplar of contemporary popular fascination with the 
alien, provides handy and appropriate catchphrases. Thc first is "Trust no 
one." The public-sphere idcal relics on a minimum of trust, on at Icast 
the ability to distinguish friends from enemies and "us" from "them." As 

Zygmut Bauman points out, however, there are intermediate catcgorics, 
such as the stranger (and, I would add, the alicn).41 These third partics, per­
vasivc in the contemporary American social, already disrupt the fiction that 
we can tell friends from enemies, that there is some discernible difference 
that can be used to tell the onc from the other. Produced through a con­
ccntrated replication of the thcmes o f mistrust and conspiracy running 
throughout U.S. history and particularly pervasivc today, the ufological 
alicn is an icon for such "undecidablcs" and "thirds." Its presencc is an in­
vit3tion to suspicion. 

Accounts of spacc alicns and a long hismry of suspicions toward for­
eigners, immigrants, and strangers both suppose a conspiracy undermining 
Amcrica's experiment in freedom and dcmoc:racy.42 Voices in nativist and 
UFO discourses alike express anxiety about breeding, miscegenation, and 
hybridity, about the collapse of distinctions between the alien and our­
selves. In cach discourse appear concerns about governing, about whether 

confidence in those entrusted 'with the protection of democratic freedoms 
is warranted, or if, in filet, thcy tOO arc corrupt, part of somc covcrt plot 
that will bring us down. In each thc fear of the hidden that is always part of 
any notion of publicity or publiOlCSS motivates a vigilance and paranoia in 
the very name of the American peoplc-"if they only knew." 4J Today's 
mistrust may be more indicative of a general suspicion of experts and politi­
cians than of an acrual supposition of conspiracy.44 Rather than pointing to 
the marginality of conspiracy theory, however, such a dispersion of mis­
trust creates a particular problem fo r democratic politics. Specific networks 
of confidcnce becomc evcr more fragile and tenuous. Ufology, then, is onc 
version of larger culrural patterns of suspicion, conspiracy, and mistrust. 

The second characteristic of democracy's contemporary American en­
vironment is summed up by the idea that "the truth is out there." Accom­
panying the mistrust of experts and politicians is a scnse that, even if one 
doesn't know what it is, the truth is still available. Such a siruation, I argue, 
produces paranoia by dint of what William Corlett refers to as the force 
of "reassurance. "4' Paranoia responds to anxieties surrounding what can 
be assumed to be real or cenain in taday's high-tech televisual culrure by 
reassuring us that out there somewhere, however hard to find, there is a 
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stlble, identifia ble truth. Those in Heaven's Gate whose Nike-wearing 
bodies were found in a large house in Rancho Santl Fe, California, believed 
they had found this truth. They complied with its demands. In this book I 
think through the effects of mistrust and paranoia in an effort to theorize 
the conditions of contemporary democracy in a technological, globali7..ed, 
corporatizcd, entertainmcnt- and media-driven society. I consider the dis­
course on UFOs and alien abduction as a culrural space that says something 
about us. 

I have twO motives for using this vague and dangerously inclusive "us." 
The first concerns the UFO community.~ Speakers and participants at 
UFO conventions and writers of books and articles about UFOs use the 
term "UFO community" loosely to refer to anyone with a strong interest 
in UFOs. Like notions of the academic community, "Hollywood," or the 
q\ICer community, the term gets fuzzy around the edges and not everyone 
agrees who's in and who's out. Problems with the idea of a "UFO commu­
nity" resemble problems of queer identity: not everyone who has scen a 
UFO identifies with the larger group. Usually, however, people in the 
UFO community have a general sense of what the term means. At any rate, 
what is interesting about the community is that it combines a reasonable 
replication of the demographics of the United Stltes (tilted toward the 
white middle class) together with a self-perception of being an excluded 
minorityY 

The UFO community's sense of exclusion stems from its perception 
that most people, especially scientists, the media, and government officials, 
ridicule belief in extraterrestrial contlct with Earth. Many who t hink they 
have seen a UFO are reluctlnt to talk about it outside safe, supportive 
circles. I've been surprised at how many of my academic colleagues have 
come out to me with UFO stories of their own since I began this research:u 

Abductees in particular say they are wary of talking about their experiences 
fo r fear that people will thinlc: they are crazy - a sentiment expressed by 
many women in consciousness-raising sessions during the 19705. So when 
r ask what the UFO community reveals about "us," I'm seeing the commu­
nity as a microcosm of some broader American public. "Usn refers to any­
one. It signals a white middle class while acknowledging differences in sex, 
class, and ethnicity. Yet "us" probtematiz.es the notion of a "center" and the 
possibility of generali ty by focus ing on a set of experiences and beliefs with 
marginalizing effects. It gestures simultaneously toward strangers, toward 
t hose disdained by society at large. This book's title, Aliros in Ammca, is 
linked to Tony Kushner's Pulitzer Prize-winning play, Angels ;n America. 

At the same time, it connects with the only singly authored book sympa-
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thetic to ufology that has been published by a university press: the Temple 
University historian DavidJacobs's The UFO Controvmy in America." 

By destabilizing ideas of us and them, center and margin, inside and out­
side, I want to complicate theories of American culture and politics. Radi­
cal as well as traditional accounts of citizenship and collective identity at­
tribute some coherence to the notion of a public sphere. \Nhether norms 
of public reason are considered oppressive and exclusionary or the pinnacle 
of the planet's expression of freedom, the idea that the mainstream, the 
general populace, t he community at large shares a set of common assump­
tions about reality is rarely challenged. UFO belief is one of those rare 
challenges. 

What makes ufology significant among these challenges (which include 
• a variety of alternative sciences and other rejections of consensus reali ty) is 

its connection to the broader theatrics of space played out in the United 
States since the Cold War. Most societies have cultural traditions that es­
tablish and interpret relationships between Earth, its people, and the cos­
mos. But the United States is exceptional. Emerging out of a tradition of 
stories about the "frontier" experience, the American exploration of outer­
space came to be linked to the achievements of technology and democracy. 
As Lynn Spigel writes: "Ideas like freedom need an image, and the ride into 
space proved to be the most vivid concretization of such abstractions, 
promising a newfound national allegiance through which we would not 
only diffuse the Soviet threat, hut also shake ourselves out of the doldrums 
that t9505 life had come to symbolize." 10 The American space program 
was produced with an eye to audiences. Folks at home and abroad would 
view its achievements as indications of the success of the democratic proj­
ect. Anyone now or in the future could look to the Americans who walked 
on the moon and know that communism would not triumph. Through the 
space program, then, America produced a narrative of freedom and pro­
gress that would smJcrure popular understandings of mJth and agency. In 
this context, asking what ufology says about "us" reaches for that vague 
sense of Amerio as ethos, popular opinion, self-understanding, mentali ty. 

The American articulation of outerspace together with teChnology and 
democracy incorporates an uneasy mix of colonialist. nationalist, and glob­
alist ideals. Until the space program, the United States rarely presented it­
self explicitly as a colonial power, although expansionism has been integral 
to its self-understanding.H By reiterating the expansive fantasy of the wild, 
lawless West, the metaphor of a "frontier" tapped inra earlier notions of 
American exceptionalism.12 Indeed, this very exceptionalism, the success 
of America's democratic experiment, was to be revealed and proven by 
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brealcing the laws of gravity, escaping the confines of Eanh, conquering 
space itself. As America reached out into this "new frontier," the rhetoric 
of outposts, settlements, colonies, and colonization became part of the 
public language of outerspace. This language is fitting in that "space tech­
nology and communications," as Elayne Rapping points out, "make pos­
sible new extensions of American imperialism, both cultural and military." U 
Once linked to a growing critique of the el(cesse5 of the military-industrial 
complex, to increased attention to the histories and situations of Native 
Americans, and to continued struggle in former colonies throughout 
Africa and Asia, such colonial rhetoric disrupts the space program's smooth 
presentation of democratic freedom. 

The UFO discourse resists official "space frontie r" rhetoric. NASA re­
deployed American frontier myths of a wild, open Wes~, one vacant, 
empty, and ready to be settled. Ufology challenges the assumed vacancy of 
outerspace and thereby intervenes critically in narratives of national iden­
tity. H It demands that NASA, the government, the military, and the au­
thorities who act in America's name, allow for the possibility that, in space, 
Wt are the aliens. 

With this nationalist celebration of American achievement came an idea 
that transcended the nation: Earth. Neil Armstrong was not just the first 
American on the moon. He was the first man on the moon. This global re­
orientation met with diverse responses. In his study of American apocalyp­
ticism, Paul Boyer mentions the critical response of some prophecy popu­
larizers [() the space progr.Ull: one writer warned specifically that the 
program was "a scheme to promote global thinking." u In a collection of 
memorabilia from "Spaceweel: 1994" at Brooks Air Force Base, in San An­
tonio, Texas, 1 found a poster by Yvonne Alden that expresses a similar sen­
timent. Below a graphic of the eanh in space is written: "I pledge allegiance 
to Planet Eanh, Mother of All Nations; And to the Infinite Universe In 
which she stands; Our planet, Among millions, Expressing Truth And Un­
limited Possibilities for all!" 

Despite ambiV2lence toward the space program, outerspace remains a 
theater within which American self-understandings are played out, if not 
exactly worked out. During the eighties, being included in the crew of the 
space shuttle symbolized that a member of a minority group had arrived, 
that this group was now accepted in and was part of American society. Dis­
cussion of the future of space exploration continues to provide a vehicle for 
thinlcing about technological innovation, American lack of will, the possi· 
bility of global cooperation, or the outcome of recent policies of privatiza-
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tion. Initial responses to the announcement of the possibility of life on 
Mars and Europa further illustrate the interconnections between space and 
American identity. In many traditional media, speculation focused more on 
that discovery's impact on what it means to be human and what it says 
about America than on what was learned about the solar system. Some said 
the discovery meant life was no longer special. Others said it ended human 
isolation. On the Internet, folks wondered if Fox srudios might be behind 
the anention to life in space as a promotional tie·in to the film [1U/eptndrore 

Dny. More serious speculation linked the discovery with a governmental 
interest in restoring confidence after the Oklahoma City and Atlanta 
Olympic bombings. And a few thought this was just the tip of the iceberg. 
After years of denial, why would the b"Overnment reveal the possibility of 
life in two places in less than a month? Surely the government is about to 
reveal the truth about the crashed saucers and alien bodies. As the manager 
of a local market said as I leafed through her tabloids, "Aliens in space? I 
want to know about the ones who are already here." 

The idea of a theatrics of space helps me construct an analogy that 
clarifies NASA's and the ufologists' competing versions of outerspacc. The 
discourse around outerspace associated with the glory years of the spal.."e 
program (i.e., with the Mercury, Gemini, and Apollo projects) is like the 
Broadway rendition of Walt Disney's animated musical Beauty and tbt 

Beast. Both are scripted around big splashy productions with lots of popu~ 
lar appeal. Both are expensive and fearure safe, familiar cartoon charncters. 
If official space is Beallty and tbe Beast, then UFO space is Tbe Fantastidt! put 
on by a community theater group. Amateurs opernting on shoestring bud· 
gets spend their spare time putting their bearts and souls into old scripts 
and forgettable scenes. They infuse the words with significance, finding 
that their own Jives become more meaningful. They use a familiar lan­
guage, but discover truths others miss. As they improvise and make this 
language their own, the familiar becomes strange, suggesting something 
else entirely. The strange becomes familiar, inscribed on their lives as a 
script to be staged. 

Coming Up Next 

f,'l y first chapter, "Fugitive Alien Truth," demonstrates how the ufolog· 
ical alien works as an icon that allows us to link into embedded fears of in· 
vasion, violation, mut:ltion. My argument relies on the alien's link to truth. 
Produ~d by an alternative science, by a discredited discourse with claims 

Imll'ocIuct~" 1 1 
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to truth, the alien deploys scientific and juridical standards as means for 
assessing its truth. It uses the language of reali ty to contest our taken-for­
granted experience of reality. 

AI; I explain, the UFO diSC()urse and community were formed during 
the Cold War. Changes in political COntext since the fall of communism 
have enabled the alien to break out of the UFO subculrure and become a 
repository for posnncxlcrn anxieties. Truth is now a problem for all of us, 
not juSt for those trying to find evidence that flying saucers are real. The 
confusions and hesi tations of the UFO discourse are thus a concentrated 
version of the facts and pseudofacts oflife at the millennium. The alien icon 
lIlarks the disequilibrium we face at the dissipation of distinctions between 
fantasy and reality, original and copy. I argue that the prominence of the 
alien in postmodern American culture marks the widespread conviction 
that previously clear and just languages and logics, diSC()urses and proce­
dures, are now alien, now inseparable from their irrational others. 

Chapter I approaches the alien from the standpoint of the fabrication of 
UFO discourse and the widespread uncertainty about the criteria for truth. 
My second chapter approaches it via an inquiry into the official view of Out­
erspace and its only legitimate inhabitant, the astronaut. Entitled "Space 
Programs," this chapter sets out the theatrics of space as prcxluced by 
NASA for a television audience. The space program prcxluced a narrative 

of freedom and progress that would strucrure popular representations of 
truth and agency. It linked outerspace with the achievements of technology 
and democra<.-y. As a consequence, t.he astronaut came to function as a sym­
bol for the best of America, the best American, the citizen-hero. An effect 
of this empowering of the astronaut, however, was the constirution of 
watching television as a civic duty. If space spectacles signified American 
achievement, then they depended on their transmission to an audience, to 

credible wimesses who could attest to the truth of the event, the magnitude 
of the achievement. Not only did this result in a domesticized vision of an 
engaged citizenry, a vision informed by media representations of astronaut 
wives, but it led to the establishment of a televisua1 public sphere: "If it mat­
ters, it will be on TV." 

Chapter 3 looks at currentspace programs in the televisual public sphere: 
namely, talk shows that fearure women who claim to have been abducted by 
aliens. The abduction discourse occupies the very terrain produced for the 
official theatrics of space, and abductees occupy a culrural position similar 
to that of astronauts. I explain how abductees get installed in this position 
as a result of the Cballmgrr explosion, on the one hand, and the constella­
tion of social practices that created tabloid talk shows as a phenomenon, on 
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the other. l then concentrate on those elements of abduction narratives that 

reexplore the same American visionings: of certainty, technology, and free~ 
dom that were crucial to NASA's production of the astronaut. . 

In my ,~ew, Elaine Showalter's discussion of alien abduction overem~ 
phasizcs the sexual component of the experience. Reading only the ac~ 

counts of abduction experts, the men who have carried out much of the 
research on alien abduction, rather than firsthand accounts by abductees 
themselves, Showalter insists that "abduction scenarios closely resemble 
women's pornography, from the soft~core nlpe fantasies of bodice busters 
to the masturbation fantasies recounted by writers like Shere Hite or 
Nancy Friday."!6 Showalter and others fail to connect the sexual dimen­
sions of abduction with reproduction. Anxieties around reproduction, 
mothering, and the capacity to protect one's children arc among the most 
pronounced themes in these narrarivesY By drawing our themes already 
part of the American thearrics of space, my readings of the writings of 
women who identify as abductees demonstrate how reductive the porno­
graphic interpretation is. Thus, in my third chapter, "Virtually Credible," 
I explore the reworking of the experience of the asrronaur/citizen to pro­
vide a more convincing analysis of the complexity of abduction. \oVhereas 
the astronaut celebnlted governmental and democratic successes, the ab­
ductee brings to the fore the government's fai lures, its inability to protect, 
its schemes and conspiracies, its relationship to aliens and the otherness it 
denies. 

I take the title of my fourth chapter from a poster in Fox Mulder's office: 
"I Want to Believe." \<\Ihereas Chapter 3 stresses the continuities between 
astronauts and abductees, Chapter 4 focuses on the new configuration of 
technology that explains the disjunction, the dissimilarity in the alien the­
atrics of space. I draw OUt the multiple layerings and linkages constinuive of 
the abduction nar rative in order to highlight its ability to provide a 
metaphor for Internet experiences. Moreover, Chapter 4 clicks on inter­
connection as the element that links abduction, the Internet, and conspir­
acy theory. It argues that democratic politics in an age of virtuality will need 
to turn to conspiracy theory as a way of making links, rather than simply ac­
cepting those linkages and explanations given by corporate and governmen­
tal power. To this extent, it theorizes the paradox of the information age: 
that approach to political action which is most likely to enhance freedom 
contributes to the production of paranoia . In other words, when the truth is 
Out there bur we can trust no one, more information heightens suspicion. 

Finally, in Charter 5, "The Familiarity of Strangeness," 1 link the space 
alien to the noncitizen, arguing the impossibility of global citizenship. 
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Through a critical interrog3tion of the slog3n "'Think Globally, Act Lo­

cally," I draw out the problems of presuming connections, rather than mak­
ing t hem, in the networked technocultures of the late-capitalist informa­
tion age. In this context, I return to the themes of dissolution, hybridity, 
and paranoia as the conditions fo r democracy at the millennium. 

The social field of contemporary America consists of competing con­
ceptions of the real. As we face ever more decisions on complex scientific 
and technological problems, as we confront increased skepticism toward 
political and scit!Jltific clites, and as we grow accustOmed to virruality, t his 
distance from any consensus on reality will only increase. Attacks on cul­
tural and science studies have blamed this situation on "posunodernism's" 
critique of reason. v,'hat these attacks fail to grasp is the way that skepti­
cism extends "'all the way down"; it pervades mass culture and everyday 
worldviews. "Conunon" sense is ladcing. T here are only particular senses. 
The discourses on outerspace access the distrust with which we respond to 
senses, realities, that are different from, even when only potentially, our 
own. They challenge us to face head-on the impact of the dissolution of 
notions of truth, rationali ty, and credibility on democratic society. 
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I 
Fugitive Allen Truth 

"SUbscribe Abducted" 

The X-Filu capit2lizes on and contributes to pop-culrural pre­
occupation with aliens. Although Special Agents Fox Mulder and Dana 
Scully investigate a varie ty of paranormal cases fOf the FBI, the series' un­
derlying theme is the governmental conspiracy surrounding [he alien pres­
ence.1 \Vith story lines compiled from cases in UFO literature, The X -Files 

hints at varying levels of explanation, complicity, disinformation. and in­
trigue as Mulder searches for "the truth ." Scully and Mulder have discov­

ered whal appear to be alien bodies, submerged saucers, and miles of un­
derground files on genetic experimentation. Scully has been abducted and 
Mulder attacked by aliens. Yet they always lack "hard evidence"; they never 
quite reach "the truth." A poster in Mulder's office says, "I want to believe." 
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In the episode "Jose Chung's from Outer Space," the writer Darin Mor­
g:m satirizes the inaccessibili ty of truth within the series as well as around 

UFO phenomena in generaJ.l The episode opens with a typical abduction 
scenario: a car experiences electrical failure on a dark and lonely foad as a 

bright light paralyzes its teenage passengers. The narrati\'e within which 
this scene would normally occur, however, quiclcly folds back in on itself as 

the gray aliens carrying out the abduction are themselves abducted by what 
appears to be an even larger and scarier alien (those in the know will 
quickly recognize it as a Reptilian). From there any possible narrative co­

herence is sacrificed as the search for truth rums up a New Age cult version 
of a Hollow Eanh enthusiast (i.e .• one who believes that UFOs originate 
from within the eanh itself, a view that preceded the extraterrestrial hy­
pothesis), a burned-out and lonely Dungeons and Dragons player aching 
to make contact with a UFO, and a challenge [Q Scully and Mulder's gen­

der identities: Scully is taken for a man in drag, and Mulder emits a girly 
and uncharacteristic scream upon discovering an alien body. As Scully per­
forms an autopsy on the body - an autopsy videoed, cut, and remade in a 

parody of the al ien autopsy video broadcast by Fox Network during its pre­
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poration implicated in the scteensavers, hars, T-shirts, car conversion stick­
ers, and coumer-SCHVVA kits up for sale, the same corporntion in the 

drawings. 

In contrast to these commercial ventures, the SCHWA Internet discus­
sion group, like some Usenet groups organized around al ien themes, is pri­
marily an assortment of disaffected American and Austnllian students, 
drawn [0 the alien image to discuss drugs and parties. By clicking on the 

alien icon they access and organize the very nightmares and anxieties they 
simultaneously mock and disclose. Tattooed clerks selling T-shirts and 
stickers at the mall a [Own or two over from mine tell me t hat aliens arc big 
with t hineen- and fourteen-year-aids. "But a lot of kids believe who don't 
wear the stuff," one adds, warning, in a parody of Fox Mulder on Tht X ­

Filts, that "the hype is out there." 

Fugttlvtty 

Through conspiracies, connections, and frustnlted confusions, SCH\.vA 
and Tiu X-Fila re-create the tangled hints and fragmented evidence char­
acteristic of the UFO discourse. Their insight into the themes and anxi­
eties just below the surface of American society in fact presupposes a 
general cultural awareness of this discourse. "Getting it" requires prior 
knowledge of UFOs and alien abduction. 

The same holds for lndtpmdmct DIIY. In one of the few creative mo­
ments in this War of tht Worlds remake, the film cites the story of the disk 
that crashed in RosweU, New Mexico. Preserving the integrity of the 
heroic, fighter pilot, president (Bill PuUman), it uses conspiracy theory to 
castigate the secretary of defense for covering up the truth, implying that 
world destruction might have been prevented had t he truth been revealed. 
lD4 further follows themes well established in ufology as it locates the re· 
mains of the disk at Area 51. It even redeems stories of alien abduction: not 
only is Russell (Randy Quaid), an abductee, proven to be sane, right all 
along in what were sneered at as the ravings of an alcoholic, tnlumatized 
Viemam vet, but also his self-sacrifice helps save the world. Like SCHWA 
and Tbt X-Filer, the better moments of ID4 don't draw from the fantastic 
tropes of science fiction. They rely on the more everyday repom of saucer 
sightings and close encounters. They presume an audience familiar \\1th 
the fact that t housands of Americans say they have been abducted and sex­
ually traumatized by aliens. 

This presumption makes sense. Ahduction, Harvard professor John 
Mack's account of his work with abductees, received extensive media 
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attention when it was released in 1994'~ Books by 'Whitley Strieber and 
Budd Hopkins have been best-sellers, with Striebcr's Cummllnian reaching 
number one on the Nt'W Yark Times best-seller list in May 1987.5 The lat­
ter book was made into a film, and one of H opkins's books became the ba­
sis for the 1992 television miniseries lntnldm/' Like the other testimonials 
by abductees (or "experiencers," as some prefer to be called), and like the 
case studies by their hypnotists and therapists, these books present them­
selves as nonfiction, as reports of actual experiences. The), are offered as 
evidence of something real. UFO sightings and abduction narratives in­
volve claims to truth. They deploy the language of science and law in sup­
port of the truth of the alien. 

Apparently, significant numbers of Americans are convinced. In June 
1997, 17 perccnt of the respondents to a Timr/CNN poll claimed to believe 
in abduction.' In 19!J6 the Washingto1/ Post ran a cover story that describes 
an abductee's eerie sense that people tend to accept his account of the ex­
perience. The story notes; "To the extent that popular culture reflects what 
they call 'consensus reality,' the possible now appears to encompass small 
gray beings with big eyes borrowing millions of ordinary Americans, har­
vesting their reproductive cells, then returning them to Earth to tell their 
stories to therapists." 8 Americans' relationship to the possible, the plau­
sible, the truth is changing, and this change is being played out in the alien 

themes and images appearing in popular and mainstream cultures. 
The truth of the alien underlies its powerful culture presence. Although 

there are multiple possible meanings that can be linked to the myriad aliens 
invading popular cultures today, this very multiplicity contributes to their 
link to contemporary problems with truth and reality. A click on the alien 
automatically loads a discourse constructed around the fugitivity of truth, 
creating pathways to ever more conspiratorial effortS to keep it from being 
accessed. A posting on the SCHWA list not only employs UFO rhetoric 
but deconstructs it by dissolving distinctions between fuct and nonfuct: 
"There are powerful forces at work to prevent you l.ricl lmowing TilE 

TRUTH. All will be revealed within 9 terrestrial days. A series of fuct-like 
statements or pseudo-statements or pseudo-facts will be sent to the list on 
or before May 14."9 

The entertainment news show E"tma;ntnmt Tonight's May 5, 19!J6, re­
port on the efforts of Travis Walton to set the record straight regarding his 
1975 abduction in an Arizona forest further exemplifies the "givenness" of 
the connection between UFOs and conspiracy, the way this link is some­
thing so taken for granted that it need nOt be said, something so obvious 
that it can function as framing or connecting motif. The clips of Walton 
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feature his picas for people to look at the evidence, especially as he lays it 
out in his new book. He claims that, had he known he would be subjected 

to the wide-scale derision he received when his story was first publicized, 

be would never bave come forward. 
The ET segment fearures scenes from the 1993 Paramount true-life 

drama Fin in tht Sky that was based on \Valton's first book, The Walton &­
pmtnct. LO Even though the most frightening and lurid parts of the movie 

anchor the Walton segment, one of the announcers stresses that \Vahon 
avoided publicity.!1 This apparent contradiction might seem to disrupt the 
"news" the show is presenting, reminding viewers that this is, after all, rn­

tfflllillmrnt. But the announcer doesn't tty [Q keep truth on a separate ter­
rain. Instead, to alleviate the tension her claim creates, she explains that 
Walton went without a telephone for ten years. Merely going without a 
telephone, in other words, is equated with avoiding publicity-and this 
for a person whose book became a Hollywood film. After the segment, a 
group of IT announcers chitchat about whether they believe in UFOs. For 
the rest of the show they use the language of "uncovering the truth" as they 
introduce items on films and celebrities. 

The alien dares us to take a stand, to hold a position, to accept or reject 
it. Confrontation with a story of flying saucers or al ien abduction pushes us 
to one side or another: ls it real? Do we believe? The alien seduces us into 
a critical reassessment of our criteria for truth: How do we determine what 
real is? Why do we believe? The claim to truth and its challenge to our 
practices fo r establishing it are what enable the alien to function as an icon 
of posonodern amieties. Jl Because its appeals to evidence incorporate sci­
entific and juridical criteria, the alien works as an icon that allows us [0 link 
intO embedded fears of invasion, violation, mutation. It uses the language 
of reality to contest our taken-for-granted experience of reality. The alien 
marks the radical strangeness and unknowabiliry increasingly part of con­
temporary life. It serves as the ubiquitous reminder of uncertainty, doubt, 
suspicion, of the fugitivity of truth. We live with the alien while never 
knowing it. 

Intrinsic [0 this challenge [0 truth, however, is its confirmation: the 
truth is out there, alter all. Or, as a participant at the 1992 NUT abduction 
conference observed about the lack of conclusive proof of UFOs, "the ab­
sence of evidence is not roidmct of abstn(~." L) By reinscribing the promise of 
truth, the alien reassures us that evtrythingis not up for grabs, although 1l1t]­

thing could be. Some things are certain. We just don't know what they are. 
This preoccupation with the question of truth is a primary characteris­

tic of the UFO discourse as a whole: Are UFOs real? Ace they responsible 
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introduce items on films and celebrities. 

The alien dares us to take a stand, to hold a position, to accept or reject 
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a critical reassessment of our criteria for truth: How do we determine what 
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of reality to contest our taken-for-granted experience of reality. The alien 
marks the radical strangeness and unknowabiliry increasingly part of con­
temporary life. It serves as the ubiquitous reminder of uncertainty, doubt, 
suspicion, of the fugitivity of truth. We live with the alien while never 
knowing it. 

Intrinsic [0 this challenge [0 truth, however, is its confirmation: the 
truth is out there, alter all. Or, as a participant at the 1992 NUT abduction 
conference observed about the lack of conclusive proof of UFOs, "the ab­
sence of evidence is not roidmct of abstn(~." L) By reinscribing the promise of 
truth, the alien reassures us that evtrythingis not up for grabs, although 1l1t]­

thing could be. Some things are certain. We just don't know what they are. 
This preoccupation with the question of truth is a primary characteris­

tic of the UFO discourse as a whole: Are UFOs real? Ace they responsible 

Fllattlve Allen Truth } I 

Of) r hIed m na 

feature his picas for people to look at the evidence, especially as he lays it 
out in his new book. He claims that, had he known he would be subjected 

to the wide-scale derision he received when his story was first publicized, 

be would never bave come forward. 
The ET segment fearures scenes from the 1993 Paramount true-life 

drama Fin in tht Sky that was based on \Valton's first book, The Walton &­
pmtnct. LO Even though the most frightening and lurid parts of the movie 

anchor the Walton segment, one of the announcers stresses that \Vahon 
avoided publicity.!1 This apparent contradiction might seem to disrupt the 
"news" the show is presenting, reminding viewers that this is, after all, rn­

tfflllillmrnt. But the announcer doesn't tty [Q keep truth on a separate ter­
rain. Instead, to alleviate the tension her claim creates, she explains that 
Walton went without a telephone for ten years. Merely going without a 
telephone, in other words, is equated with avoiding publicity-and this 
for a person whose book became a Hollywood film. After the segment, a 
group of IT announcers chitchat about whether they believe in UFOs. For 
the rest of the show they use the language of "uncovering the truth" as they 
introduce items on films and celebrities. 

The alien dares us to take a stand, to hold a position, to accept or reject 
it. Confrontation with a story of flying saucers or al ien abduction pushes us 
to one side or another: ls it real? Do we believe? The alien seduces us into 
a critical reassessment of our criteria for truth: How do we determine what 
real is? Why do we believe? The claim to truth and its challenge to our 
practices fo r establishing it are what enable the alien to function as an icon 
of posonodern amieties. Jl Because its appeals to evidence incorporate sci­
entific and juridical criteria, the alien works as an icon that allows us [0 link 
intO embedded fears of invasion, violation, mutation. It uses the language 
of reality to contest our taken-for-granted experience of reality. The alien 
marks the radical strangeness and unknowabiliry increasingly part of con­
temporary life. It serves as the ubiquitous reminder of uncertainty, doubt, 
suspicion, of the fugitivity of truth. We live with the alien while never 
knowing it. 

Intrinsic [0 this challenge [0 truth, however, is its confirmation: the 
truth is out there, alter all. Or, as a participant at the 1992 NUT abduction 
conference observed about the lack of conclusive proof of UFOs, "the ab­
sence of evidence is not roidmct of abstn(~." L) By reinscribing the promise of 
truth, the alien reassures us that evtrythingis not up for grabs, although 1l1t]­

thing could be. Some things are certain. We just don't know what they are. 
This preoccupation with the question of truth is a primary characteris­

tic of the UFO discourse as a whole: Are UFOs real? Ace they responsible 

Fllattlve Allen Truth } I 

Of) r hIed m na 

feature his picas for people to look at the evidence, especially as he lays it 
out in his new book. He claims that, had he known he would be subjected 

to the wide-scale derision he received when his story was first publicized, 

be would never bave come forward. 
The ET segment fearures scenes from the 1993 Paramount true-life 

drama Fin in tht Sky that was based on \Valton's first book, The Walton &­
pmtnct. LO Even though the most frightening and lurid parts of the movie 

anchor the Walton segment, one of the announcers stresses that \Vahon 
avoided publicity.!1 This apparent contradiction might seem to disrupt the 
"news" the show is presenting, reminding viewers that this is, after all, rn­

tfflllillmrnt. But the announcer doesn't tty [Q keep truth on a separate ter­
rain. Instead, to alleviate the tension her claim creates, she explains that 
Walton went without a telephone for ten years. Merely going without a 
telephone, in other words, is equated with avoiding publicity-and this 
for a person whose book became a Hollywood film. After the segment, a 
group of IT announcers chitchat about whether they believe in UFOs. For 
the rest of the show they use the language of "uncovering the truth" as they 
introduce items on films and celebrities. 

The alien dares us to take a stand, to hold a position, to accept or reject 
it. Confrontation with a story of flying saucers or al ien abduction pushes us 
to one side or another: ls it real? Do we believe? The alien seduces us into 
a critical reassessment of our criteria for truth: How do we determine what 
real is? Why do we believe? The claim to truth and its challenge to our 
practices fo r establishing it are what enable the alien to function as an icon 
of posonodern amieties. Jl Because its appeals to evidence incorporate sci­
entific and juridical criteria, the alien works as an icon that allows us [0 link 
intO embedded fears of invasion, violation, mutation. It uses the language 
of reality to contest our taken-for-granted experience of reality. The alien 
marks the radical strangeness and unknowabiliry increasingly part of con­
temporary life. It serves as the ubiquitous reminder of uncertainty, doubt, 
suspicion, of the fugitivity of truth. We live with the alien while never 
knowing it. 

Intrinsic [0 this challenge [0 truth, however, is its confirmation: the 
truth is out there, alter all. Or, as a participant at the 1992 NUT abduction 
conference observed about the lack of conclusive proof of UFOs, "the ab­
sence of evidence is not roidmct of abstn(~." L) By reinscribing the promise of 
truth, the alien reassures us that evtrythingis not up for grabs, although 1l1t]­

thing could be. Some things are certain. We just don't know what they are. 
This preoccupation with the question of truth is a primary characteris­

tic of the UFO discourse as a whole: Are UFOs real? Ace they responsible 

Fllattlve Allen Truth } I 

Of) r hIed m na 

feature his picas for people to look at the evidence, especially as he lays it 
out in his new book. He claims that, had he known he would be subjected 

to the wide-scale derision he received when his story was first publicized, 

be would never bave come forward. 
The ET segment fearures scenes from the 1993 Paramount true-life 

drama Fin in tht Sky that was based on \Valton's first book, The Walton &­
pmtnct. LO Even though the most frightening and lurid parts of the movie 

anchor the Walton segment, one of the announcers stresses that \Vahon 
avoided publicity.!1 This apparent contradiction might seem to disrupt the 
"news" the show is presenting, reminding viewers that this is, after all, rn­

tfflllillmrnt. But the announcer doesn't tty [Q keep truth on a separate ter­
rain. Instead, to alleviate the tension her claim creates, she explains that 
Walton went without a telephone for ten years. Merely going without a 
telephone, in other words, is equated with avoiding publicity-and this 
for a person whose book became a Hollywood film. After the segment, a 
group of IT announcers chitchat about whether they believe in UFOs. For 
the rest of the show they use the language of "uncovering the truth" as they 
introduce items on films and celebrities. 

The alien dares us to take a stand, to hold a position, to accept or reject 
it. Confrontation with a story of flying saucers or al ien abduction pushes us 
to one side or another: ls it real? Do we believe? The alien seduces us into 
a critical reassessment of our criteria for truth: How do we determine what 
real is? Why do we believe? The claim to truth and its challenge to our 
practices fo r establishing it are what enable the alien to function as an icon 
of posonodern amieties. Jl Because its appeals to evidence incorporate sci­
entific and juridical criteria, the alien works as an icon that allows us [0 link 
intO embedded fears of invasion, violation, mutation. It uses the language 
of reality to contest our taken-for-granted experience of reality. The alien 
marks the radical strangeness and unknowabiliry increasingly part of con­
temporary life. It serves as the ubiquitous reminder of uncertainty, doubt, 
suspicion, of the fugitivity of truth. We live with the alien while never 
knowing it. 

Intrinsic [0 this challenge [0 truth, however, is its confirmation: the 
truth is out there, alter all. Or, as a participant at the 1992 NUT abduction 
conference observed about the lack of conclusive proof of UFOs, "the ab­
sence of evidence is not roidmct of abstn(~." L) By reinscribing the promise of 
truth, the alien reassures us that evtrythingis not up for grabs, although 1l1t]­

thing could be. Some things are certain. We just don't know what they are. 
This preoccupation with the question of truth is a primary characteris­

tic of the UFO discourse as a whole: Are UFOs real? Ace they responsible 

Fllattlve Allen Truth } I 

Of) r hIed m na 



for crop circles and cattle mutilations? Does the government blow? Is it 
covering up evidence of crashed saucers? And are aliens really abducting 
people from their beds and cars, examining, probing, and tracking them 
through implants? As an ever proUferating dispersion of statements around 
the truth of aliens, the UFO discourse lures us into a confrontation with 
truth. It compulsively repeats questions of truth, whether in its eruptions 
into currents in mainstream cultures or within the studies, analyses, and 

testimonials of those working actively to capture and comprehend fugitive 
alien truth. l • 

Because the UFO discourse is constructed around uncemin evidence, 
evidence of something that may not be there at all, its repom, cases, and 
files are primarily about the witnesses and only secondarily about the wit­
nessed. Even the material evidence, the photographs. soil samples, govern­
ment documents, mysterious fragments, and int..mous alien autopsy film 
always stimulate (simulate?) investigations of the people who "found" or 

produced them. Are the witnesses reliable? Are their motives pure? In the 

UFO discourse, truth is an issue of credibility. It is produced through prac­
tices designed to establish whether someone is worthy of our trust. W ith 

the rise in claims of alien abduction during the nineties, the questions have 
now become whether abductees are crazy, neurotic, psychotic, epileptic, 
t..nrasy-prone, hysterical, or suffering from sleep or dissociative personal­

ity disorders. IS Consequently, abductees are subjected to batteries of psy­
chological tests in an effort to explain their experiences. But the tests are 
inconclusive. Any question, any answer leads into an ever branching net­
work of possibilities. 1t 

End-time 

Although UFO flaps have occurred regularly since the late 1940$, the 
currenr obsession with aliens seelns intertwined with fears of the millen­
nium. Many have associated end-of-the-century culture with boundary 
breakdown and rransgression, especially as heretofore excluded possibili­
ties, be they monsters, the supernatural, or previously repressed sexuali ties 
and subjectivities, make their way into the social imaginary.17 Not only 
does the al ien mark that intrusion of the other so typical of end-time strange­
ness, but its reinscription of the promise of truth iterates the certainty of 

knowledge characteristic of apocalyptic modes of truth.ll 

At last century's end, visitors from space appeared in many media and 
locales. In 1891, Thomas Blot published the story of the sudden appear­
ance of a Martian in his rural home. 19 Throughout 180 and 1897, thou-
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sands of sightings of mysterious airships and strange, cigar-shaped craft 
were reported in the western United States. Occasionally, wimesses claimed 

to havc seen or spokcn with the occupants. In 1900 the psychologist 

Theodore Flournoy published an account of the French medium Helene 
Smith's 1890 visit to Mars.lO Around t he same time, Percival Lowcll built 

an observatory in Flagstaff, Arizona, so he could study the canal system on 

Mars, sharing bis findings in two widely popular books, Man and Its Canal! 
(19Q6) and Man tJS an Abodt ()fUft (19Q8).11 As Howard Blum notes, "It be­
camc a national craze. As America entcred the tv,rentieth century, there 

were newspaper contests ('Tell Us Your Idea for Talking to Mars') and even 
songs about ' the lonely man on Mars."' H 

With its "onc world" outlook, chosen people, and mood of eminent ar­

rival, the UFO discourse echoes key themes in American apocalypticism.H 
Telling and retelling how in 1947 Kenneth Arnold saw "nine disks fiying 
like a saucer skipped over the water" and how the media distorted this ac­
count by coining the fanciful and dismissing phrase "flying saucers," ufol­

ogy produces its originary moment. It does so in order to overcome it in 
the end: when thc aliens come, the ufologists' careful perseverance will tri­
umph over the scorn of ufology's critics as the truth is revealed and the 
credibility of wimesses and UFO researchers is restored. Relying on this 

future confirmation of the truth, ufology projects end-time scenarios based 
on the ontological shock we will face when the aliens come. The UFO re­
searcher Stanton Friedman argues that government confirmation of con­

tact with aliens and their superior technology will shaner earthly economic 
and political structures.14 

Mo re explicitly apocalyptic arc the testimonies of contactces and ah­

ductees. In the '95°S, cults grew up around various people who claimed to 
ha\'e had contact with aliens, usually Venusians or Sarurnians, al though 
some turned up from Clarion, the twin of Eanh that was hidden by the 
moon. Most of the aliens looked like white humans, some of whom were 
described as t311, attractive, and Aryan. Reporting the aliens' messages, 
whether delivered in person or telepathically channeled, some contactees 
predicted the end of the world. 

One such account, familiar to some academics in sociology and religious 
srudies, is Wbro Prophtsy FaiJs.H This book addresses the conflicts experi­
enced by cult members after the flood they had prepared for, the one aliens 
had announced w their contactee leader, Mrs. Keech, didn't occur. But 
Mrs. Keech wasn't thc only t"Ontactee whose predictions went unfulfilled. 

Since most contlictees warned that the aliens were alarmed by Earth's 
development of atomic weapons, they tended to predict eithcr nuclcar 
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One such account, familiar to some academics in sociology and religious 
srudies, is Wbro Prophtsy FaiJs.H This book addresses the conflicts experi­
enced by cult members after the flood they had prepared for, the one aliens 
had announced w their contactee leader, Mrs. Keech, didn't occur. But 
Mrs. Keech wasn't thc only t"Ontactee whose predictions went unfulfilled. 
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were reported in the western United States. Occasionally, wimesses claimed 

to havc seen or spokcn with the occupants. In 1900 the psychologist 

Theodore Flournoy published an account of the French medium Helene 
Smith's 1890 visit to Mars.lO Around t he same time, Percival Lowcll built 

an observatory in Flagstaff, Arizona, so he could study the canal system on 

Mars, sharing bis findings in two widely popular books, Man and Its Canal! 
(19Q6) and Man tJS an Abodt ()fUft (19Q8).11 As Howard Blum notes, "It be­
camc a national craze. As America entcred the tv,rentieth century, there 

were newspaper contests ('Tell Us Your Idea for Talking to Mars') and even 
songs about ' the lonely man on Mars."' H 

With its "onc world" outlook, chosen people, and mood of eminent ar­

rival, the UFO discourse echoes key themes in American apocalypticism.H 
Telling and retelling how in 1947 Kenneth Arnold saw "nine disks fiying 
like a saucer skipped over the water" and how the media distorted this ac­
count by coining the fanciful and dismissing phrase "flying saucers," ufol­

ogy produces its originary moment. It does so in order to overcome it in 
the end: when thc aliens come, the ufologists' careful perseverance will tri­
umph over the scorn of ufology's critics as the truth is revealed and the 
credibility of wimesses and UFO researchers is restored. Relying on this 

future confirmation of the truth, ufology projects end-time scenarios based 
on the ontological shock we will face when the aliens come. The UFO re­
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destruction or some Jcind of alien intervention. Truman Bethurum, for ex­
ample, explained that the Clariollites feared hwnans would destroy t heir 
own planet in a nuclear war and thereby create "considerable confusion" 
among the inhabitants of ourerspace.!4 

Like the contactees, some abductees report that the aliens show or im­
plant in their minds "scenes of the earth devastated by a nuclear holocaust, 
vast panoramas of lifeless polluted landscapes and waters, and apocalyptic 
images of great earthquakes, firestorms, floods, and even fractures of the 
planet itself."11 Some believers have suggested that these images symbolh·.(! 
"the inner apocalypse related to our current change in mind," viewing the 
abduction experience as a transformation of human consciousness.l8 Oth­
ers read these images as justifications fo r the human-alien breeding project. 
Abductions are efforts to acquire human eggs and sperm. These eggs and 
sperm are combined with alien D NA in order to create a new posthuman 
race. llle hybrids ,,\'ill then "repopulate our planet after the prophesied en­
virorunemal holocaust."19 

Finally, while abductee narratives incorporate divine and technological 
visionings of apocalypse, in popular culture the alien icon operates in what 
Lee Quinby refers to as "ironic apocalypse." Conceiving ironic apocalypse 
as an "insistence on the prevailing banality of everything," she argues that 
it "numbs people into inaction through its paralyzing sense of futility" and 
"suppla~ts agency with apathy." )O This banality and futili ty is the prevail­
ing mood of SCHWA. It maJies a more Sl!btle appearance on a sticker made 
by the sbtebaard accessory company Alien Workshop. The sticker fea­
tures a cadre of Grays and the slogan " ZOO I Global Take-over." Youth­
culture aliens, insertions of big-eyed Grays into familiar locations in con­
sumer culture, scream ironic apocalypse. It must be the end of the world 
when happy faces,JanetJackson, anorexic Calvin Klein models, and the Cat 
in the Hat have aU morphed into aliens. 

Access Denied 

Although aliens were around in the fifties and sixties, they weren't much 
of a fashion statement. In Cold \-Var America, in fact, sightings of aliens, or 
at least their craft, had connotations of resistance. This culture of contain­
ment is where the UFO discourse grew up, where it was fabricated piece­
meal from alien forms. Because it linked outerspace with amateur achieve­
ment, flying saucer society made possible a son of populist agency that 
contested the presumed authori ty of Cold War containment culture.)1 
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Minnesota UFO 

The key issue was "evidence." At that time, the military monopolized all 
information about saucer reports. Finding and analyzing evidence under 
these conditions turned the question of the truth of UFOs into a question 
of the proper extent of state authority and the proper role of military ex­

perts. Since expert knowledge conflicted directly with "the people's right 
to know," ufology emerged as a sort of advocacy group. On behalf of those 
reporting something strange in the skies, UFO researchers challenged the 

interpretations proffered by military scientists. On behalf of the "people," 
they challenged the limits to and criteria for government secrecy. 

From 1947, when the term "flying saucer" was coined in the first of 
three widely publicized sighting waves that would occur over the next 

decade, just how saucer reports would be handled was a question of power. 
That year, charged to study and classify UFOs, the Air Force started Proj­

ect Sign.32 Like the rest of the country in 1947, the Air Force didn't link 
flying saucers with extraterrestrial craft - that connection wouldn't be­

come automatic till the early fifties. The Air Force was more worried about 
earthly invaders. Project Sign didn't figure out what UFOs were. It couldn't 

explain all the sightings. But it did conclude that UFOs did not present a 
threat to U.S. air security. Nonetheless, because of increasing Cold War 
tensions it was recommended that the military retain control over ufologi­

cal investigations. The legitimacy of U.S. military and political authority 
vis-a-vis the American citizenry rested quite literally on the disavowal of 
the other and unknown. 
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By 1949, when the project's name had been changed to Grudge, the mili­
tary took the official position that UFO reportS were products of mass hal­
lucination, hallucinations that the Soviets could, in the event of a war, 
manipulate to block American communications and confuse the public. Se­
curi ty then depended on ensuring that people knew the truth; that is, the 
same truth that the military knew. To decrease the likelihood of mass ma­
nipulation, Project Grudge waged a propaganda campaign designed to alle­
vi:ue public fea rs of UFOs while downplaying sighting reports in generaLB 

A primary element of this campaign involved stripping away the credi­
bility of those who thought they saw something strange in the sky. Prop­
erly trained observers (scientists and military experts) would then provide 
"true" explanations of what were "really" quite ordinary occurrences. Wit­
nesses were dismissed as drunL:, hysterical, crazy, or deeply twisted and 
dishonest. Prosaic (and not so prosaic) explanations for phenomena substi­
tuted for on-site research. The witness or wimesses had simply "misper­
ceived" the phenomenon, mistaking for a flying saucer what was really 
swamp gas, a weather invasion, Venus, ice crystals, or a reflection. 

Together with poor record keeping and an obsession with secrecy that 
product.-d a steady accumulation of half-facts and hesitations, the official 
ridicule heaped upon witnesses had a reverse effect: suspicions that there 
really wa.~ something to hide. Despite military efforts to dismiss UFOs, to 

assimilate them into something controllable and scientifically explicable, 
by May '950 sighting reportS were at an all-time high. 

That year twO highly visible books were published alleging a UFO 
cover-up, Donald Keyhoe's FIy;ng Sau(~ An RfaJ and Frank Scully's Bt­
b;nd tbt FIy;ng Sall(~.H These books shift the problem of credibility from 
UFO witnesses to the U.S. government and military. In a pat3l1e1 effort, 
journalists, civilians, amateur scientists, and former military began investi­
gating sighting reports on their own and in the newly forming research 
groups. ConteSting the Air Force's hallucination explanation in particular 
and its authori ty to define the UFO phenomenon in general, "flying saucer 
societies" such as N ICAP (National Investigative Committee on Aerial Phe­
nomena) and APRO (Aerial Phenomena Research Organization) worked to 

increase public awareness of [he UFO phenomenon,H Through [heir pub­
licity efforts and several sighting flaps, interest in and awareness of UFOs 
grew. By 1966, ¢ percent of respondents to a Gallup poll had heard of 
UFOs and 46 percent of them believed U FOs were real. J' 

As David Jacobs points out, [he Gallup results may well have been due 
to the extensive publicity around some UFO sightings in Michigan in 
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March of that year.H O n March 20, eighry-seven women at Hillsdale Col­
lege saw a glowing, football -shaped object hover over their dorm, fly 
around, and dodge airport lights. lbey watched it for fou r hours. The next 
day, police officers and several others in a town about sixry miles away wit­
nessed a glowing object rise up from a swampy area on a farm. Within the 
next few days, most major papers and television newscasts would repon on 
the sightings. 

Under the auspices of Project Blue Book, which succeeded Project 
Grudge, the Air Force sent Dr. J. Allen Hynek to investigate. Hynek was a 
consultant to the project and a professor from Northwestern University 
who would later he !mown for supporting research on UFOs. At a press 
conference on the M.ichigan sightinb'S, however, Hynek explained that the 
alleged saucers might well have ocen lights caused by swamp gas. 

Some in the press found this answer even less credible than the possi­
bility of flying saucers. As an article in the Nt1JJ Ymh,. concludes: "We read 
the official explanations with sheer delight, marveling at their srupendous 
inadequacy. Marsh gas, indeed! Marsh gas is more appropriate as an image 
of that special tediousness one glimpses in even the best scientific minds." l8 

Under pressure from l\.l]CAP, parts of the media, and Representative ~r­

aid Ford of Michigan, the House Armed Services Committee held hearings 
on UFOs in April. In May, CBS News aired a special report, "UFOs: 

Friend, Foe, or Fantasy," hosted by Wa lter Cronkite, who would later play 
a major role in telecasts of America's own space explorntion. 

The result of the hearings was a recommendation for an independent 
scienti fic investignion of the Air Force's work on Projeet Blue Book. After 
several universities (including H arvard, MIT, and Cal Tech) declined the 
project, the Air Force contracted with the University of Colorado. Like the 
other universities, Colorado feared that the UFO project might damage its 
credibility. It had, however, just suffered some major budget cuts and the 
Air Force-funded srudy was worth about half a million dollars. 

An internal memo from Assistant Dean Robert Low dated August 9, 
106, tries to deal with the credibility problem that the UFO review posed 
for the university. H e points Out that 

in order to undertake such a projeet one has to approach it objeetively. 
That is, one has to admit t he possibility that such things as UFOs exist. 
It is not respectable to give serious consideration to such a possibility. 
Believers, in other words, remain OutcaSts .... (Olne would have to go 
so fu r as to consider the possibility that saucers, if some of the obscrva-
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rions are verified, behave according to a set of physical laws unknown to 
us. The simple act of admitting these possibilities just as possibilities 
puts us beyond the pale, and we would lose more in prestige in the sci· 
entific community than we could possibly gain by undertalcing the in· 
vestigation. ''1 

Yet, Low offers a solution: 

Our srudy would be conducted almost exclusively by nonbelievers 
who, although they couldn't possibly prove a negative result, could and 

probably would add an impressive body of evidence that there is no re· 
ality to the observations. The trick would be, I think, to describe the 
project so that, to the public, it would appear a totally objective srudy 
but, to the scientific community, would present the image of a group of 
nonbelievers trying their best to be objective but having an almost zero 
expectation of finding a saucer. One way to do this would be to stress in· 
vestigation, not of the physical phenomena, rnther of the people who do 
the observing- the psychology and sociology of persons and groups 
who repon seeing UFOS.40 

The review, carr ied our under the direction of a physics professor, Dr. Ed­
ward Condon, was released in January 1969. 1t sought the appearance 

of objectivity - indeed, it followed the suggestions outlined in Low's 
memo- but came under heavy cri ticism nonetheless. and not leaSt when 
the Low memo itself was leaked to the prcss;tl 

in July 1¢i8. prior to the repon's publication, the House Science and 
Astronautics Committee held a rymposium on UFOs, in part because of 
growing concern over the biases and inadequacies of the Colorado srudy. 
Condon had been open in his disc:lain for UFOs, spending mOSt of his en· 
ergies on contactees rather than on the reportS provided by NlCAP and 
Project Blue Book. The Condon staff was split and fuctiona lized, some 
suspecting that only a negative assessment of UFOs would be published.41 

Although participants in the July symposium urged continued scientific 
study of UFOs, Condon's introduction to the soon-to·be released Colo-­
rndo report presents itself as the 6nal authoritative word on the matter of 
UFOs: "Our general conclusion is that nothing has come from the study of 
UFOs in the past 21 years that has added to scientific knowledge. Careful 
consideration of the record as it is available to us leads us to conclude that 
further extensive study of UFOs probably cannot be justified in the expec· 
tarion that science will be advanced thereby. ,,~, Of the ninety--one cases 

covered in the report, thirty remain unexplained. 

rions are verified, behave according to a set of physical laws unknown to 
us. The simple act of admitting these possibilities just as possibilities 
puts us beyond the pale, and we would lose more in prestige in the sci· 
entific community than we could possibly gain by undertalcing the in· 
vestigation. ''1 

Yet, Low offers a solution: 

Our srudy would be conducted almost exclusively by nonbelievers 
who, although they couldn't possibly prove a negative result, could and 

probably would add an impressive body of evidence that there is no re· 
ality to the observations. The trick would be, I think, to describe the 
project so that, to the public, it would appear a totally objective srudy 
but, to the scientific community, would present the image of a group of 
nonbelievers trying their best to be objective but having an almost zero 
expectation of finding a saucer. One way to do this would be to stress in· 
vestigation, not of the physical phenomena, rnther of the people who do 
the observing- the psychology and sociology of persons and groups 
who repon seeing UFOS.40 

The review, carr ied our under the direction of a physics professor, Dr. Ed­
ward Condon, was released in January 1969. 1t sought the appearance 

of objectivity - indeed, it followed the suggestions outlined in Low's 
memo- but came under heavy cri ticism nonetheless. and not leaSt when 
the Low memo itself was leaked to the prcss;tl 

in July 1¢i8. prior to the repon's publication, the House Science and 
Astronautics Committee held a rymposium on UFOs, in part because of 
growing concern over the biases and inadequacies of the Colorado srudy. 
Condon had been open in his disc:lain for UFOs, spending mOSt of his en· 
ergies on contactees rather than on the reportS provided by NlCAP and 
Project Blue Book. The Condon staff was split and fuctiona lized, some 
suspecting that only a negative assessment of UFOs would be published.41 

Although participants in the July symposium urged continued scientific 
study of UFOs, Condon's introduction to the soon-to·be released Colo-­
rndo report presents itself as the 6nal authoritative word on the matter of 
UFOs: "Our general conclusion is that nothing has come from the study of 
UFOs in the past 21 years that has added to scientific knowledge. Careful 
consideration of the record as it is available to us leads us to conclude that 
further extensive study of UFOs probably cannot be justified in the expec· 
tarion that science will be advanced thereby. ,,~, Of the ninety--one cases 

covered in the report, thirty remain unexplained. 

rions are verified, behave according to a set of physical laws unknown to 
us. The simple act of admitting these possibilities just as possibilities 
puts us beyond the pale, and we would lose more in prestige in the sci· 
entific community than we could possibly gain by undertalcing the in· 
vestigation. ''1 

Yet, Low offers a solution: 

Our srudy would be conducted almost exclusively by nonbelievers 
who, although they couldn't possibly prove a negative result, could and 

probably would add an impressive body of evidence that there is no re· 
ality to the observations. The trick would be, I think, to describe the 
project so that, to the public, it would appear a totally objective srudy 
but, to the scientific community, would present the image of a group of 
nonbelievers trying their best to be objective but having an almost zero 
expectation of finding a saucer. One way to do this would be to stress in· 
vestigation, not of the physical phenomena, rnther of the people who do 
the observing- the psychology and sociology of persons and groups 
who repon seeing UFOS.40 

The review, carr ied our under the direction of a physics professor, Dr. Ed­
ward Condon, was released in January 1969. 1t sought the appearance 

of objectivity - indeed, it followed the suggestions outlined in Low's 
memo- but came under heavy cri ticism nonetheless. and not leaSt when 
the Low memo itself was leaked to the prcss;tl 

in July 1¢i8. prior to the repon's publication, the House Science and 
Astronautics Committee held a rymposium on UFOs, in part because of 
growing concern over the biases and inadequacies of the Colorado srudy. 
Condon had been open in his disc:lain for UFOs, spending mOSt of his en· 
ergies on contactees rather than on the reportS provided by NlCAP and 
Project Blue Book. The Condon staff was split and fuctiona lized, some 
suspecting that only a negative assessment of UFOs would be published.41 

Although participants in the July symposium urged continued scientific 
study of UFOs, Condon's introduction to the soon-to·be released Colo-­
rndo report presents itself as the 6nal authoritative word on the matter of 
UFOs: "Our general conclusion is that nothing has come from the study of 
UFOs in the past 21 years that has added to scientific knowledge. Careful 
consideration of the record as it is available to us leads us to conclude that 
further extensive study of UFOs probably cannot be justified in the expec· 
tarion that science will be advanced thereby. ,,~, Of the ninety--one cases 

covered in the report, thirty remain unexplained. 

rions are verified, behave according to a set of physical laws unknown to 
us. The simple act of admitting these possibilities just as possibilities 
puts us beyond the pale, and we would lose more in prestige in the sci· 
entific community than we could possibly gain by undertalcing the in· 
vestigation. ''1 

Yet, Low offers a solution: 

Our srudy would be conducted almost exclusively by nonbelievers 
who, although they couldn't possibly prove a negative result, could and 

probably would add an impressive body of evidence that there is no re· 
ality to the observations. The trick would be, I think, to describe the 
project so that, to the public, it would appear a totally objective srudy 
but, to the scientific community, would present the image of a group of 
nonbelievers trying their best to be objective but having an almost zero 
expectation of finding a saucer. One way to do this would be to stress in· 
vestigation, not of the physical phenomena, rnther of the people who do 
the observing- the psychology and sociology of persons and groups 
who repon seeing UFOS.40 

The review, carr ied our under the direction of a physics professor, Dr. Ed­
ward Condon, was released in January 1969. 1t sought the appearance 

of objectivity - indeed, it followed the suggestions outlined in Low's 
memo- but came under heavy cri ticism nonetheless. and not leaSt when 
the Low memo itself was leaked to the prcss;tl 

in July 1¢i8. prior to the repon's publication, the House Science and 
Astronautics Committee held a rymposium on UFOs, in part because of 
growing concern over the biases and inadequacies of the Colorado srudy. 
Condon had been open in his disc:lain for UFOs, spending mOSt of his en· 
ergies on contactees rather than on the reportS provided by NlCAP and 
Project Blue Book. The Condon staff was split and fuctiona lized, some 
suspecting that only a negative assessment of UFOs would be published.41 

Although participants in the July symposium urged continued scientific 
study of UFOs, Condon's introduction to the soon-to·be released Colo-­
rndo report presents itself as the 6nal authoritative word on the matter of 
UFOs: "Our general conclusion is that nothing has come from the study of 
UFOs in the past 21 years that has added to scientific knowledge. Careful 
consideration of the record as it is available to us leads us to conclude that 
further extensive study of UFOs probably cannot be justified in the expec· 
tarion that science will be advanced thereby. ,,~, Of the ninety--one cases 

covered in the report, thirty remain unexplained. 

rions are verified, behave according to a set of physical laws unknown to 
us. The simple act of admitting these possibilities just as possibilities 
puts us beyond the pale, and we would lose more in prestige in the sci· 
entific community than we could possibly gain by undertalcing the in· 
vestigation. ''1 

Yet, Low offers a solution: 

Our srudy would be conducted almost exclusively by nonbelievers 
who, although they couldn't possibly prove a negative result, could and 

probably would add an impressive body of evidence that there is no re· 
ality to the observations. The trick would be, I think, to describe the 
project so that, to the public, it would appear a totally objective srudy 
but, to the scientific community, would present the image of a group of 
nonbelievers trying their best to be objective but having an almost zero 
expectation of finding a saucer. One way to do this would be to stress in· 
vestigation, not of the physical phenomena, rnther of the people who do 
the observing- the psychology and sociology of persons and groups 
who repon seeing UFOS.40 

The review, carr ied our under the direction of a physics professor, Dr. Ed­
ward Condon, was released in January 1969. 1t sought the appearance 

of objectivity - indeed, it followed the suggestions outlined in Low's 
memo- but came under heavy cri ticism nonetheless. and not leaSt when 
the Low memo itself was leaked to the prcss;tl 

in July 1¢i8. prior to the repon's publication, the House Science and 
Astronautics Committee held a rymposium on UFOs, in part because of 
growing concern over the biases and inadequacies of the Colorado srudy. 
Condon had been open in his disc:lain for UFOs, spending mOSt of his en· 
ergies on contactees rather than on the reportS provided by NlCAP and 
Project Blue Book. The Condon staff was split and fuctiona lized, some 
suspecting that only a negative assessment of UFOs would be published.41 

Although participants in the July symposium urged continued scientific 
study of UFOs, Condon's introduction to the soon-to·be released Colo-­
rndo report presents itself as the 6nal authoritative word on the matter of 
UFOs: "Our general conclusion is that nothing has come from the study of 
UFOs in the past 21 years that has added to scientific knowledge. Careful 
consideration of the record as it is available to us leads us to conclude that 
further extensive study of UFOs probably cannot be justified in the expec· 
tarion that science will be advanced thereby. ,,~, Of the ninety--one cases 

covered in the report, thirty remain unexplained. 

rions are verified, behave according to a set of physical laws unknown to 
us. The simple act of admitting these possibilities just as possibilities 
puts us beyond the pale, and we would lose more in prestige in the sci· 
entific community than we could possibly gain by undertalcing the in· 
vestigation. ''1 

Yet, Low offers a solution: 

Our srudy would be conducted almost exclusively by nonbelievers 
who, although they couldn't possibly prove a negative result, could and 

probably would add an impressive body of evidence that there is no re· 
ality to the observations. The trick would be, I think, to describe the 
project so that, to the public, it would appear a totally objective srudy 
but, to the scientific community, would present the image of a group of 
nonbelievers trying their best to be objective but having an almost zero 
expectation of finding a saucer. One way to do this would be to stress in· 
vestigation, not of the physical phenomena, rnther of the people who do 
the observing- the psychology and sociology of persons and groups 
who repon seeing UFOS.40 

The review, carr ied our under the direction of a physics professor, Dr. Ed­
ward Condon, was released in January 1969. 1t sought the appearance 

of objectivity - indeed, it followed the suggestions outlined in Low's 
memo- but came under heavy cri ticism nonetheless. and not leaSt when 
the Low memo itself was leaked to the prcss;tl 

in July 1¢i8. prior to the repon's publication, the House Science and 
Astronautics Committee held a rymposium on UFOs, in part because of 
growing concern over the biases and inadequacies of the Colorado srudy. 
Condon had been open in his disc:lain for UFOs, spending mOSt of his en· 
ergies on contactees rather than on the reportS provided by NlCAP and 
Project Blue Book. The Condon staff was split and fuctiona lized, some 
suspecting that only a negative assessment of UFOs would be published.41 

Although participants in the July symposium urged continued scientific 
study of UFOs, Condon's introduction to the soon-to·be released Colo-­
rndo report presents itself as the 6nal authoritative word on the matter of 
UFOs: "Our general conclusion is that nothing has come from the study of 
UFOs in the past 21 years that has added to scientific knowledge. Careful 
consideration of the record as it is available to us leads us to conclude that 
further extensive study of UFOs probably cannot be justified in the expec· 
tarion that science will be advanced thereby. ,,~, Of the ninety--one cases 

covered in the report, thirty remain unexplained. 



Resistance 

Two discouf5cs, the scientific and the governmental-juridical. estab­

lished the languages in which the matter of UFOs would be delimited, dis­
cerned, and debated. Consequently, the investigative work and attirude to­

ward evidence of the groups that formed to study UFOs was produced 
within these discoUf5es as well. G roups like !\'leAP, APRO and, later, 
MUFON (Mutual UFO Network) anchored themselves in science and law 

as they tried to persuade scientists to smdy the UFO phenomenon and to 

induce the government to release the relevant information. 
Official explanations for UFO sightings focused on wiOlCSses' unrelia­

bility, either on their mornl failings (dishonest or drunk) or on their fai lures 
of judgmcnt (lapses in sanity or perception). UFO researchers responded 
by working to establish the wimesses' credibility. Using scientific and ju­
ridicallanguages, they sought to provide reasons to trust the words of even 
someone who claims to have seen a Aying saucer. This had the effect of 
shaping the UFO discourse as a whole around questions of truSt and cred­
ibility as much as around empirical evidence. Ufologists resisted the view 
that t he judgments of significant numbers of Americans are unreliable. 
They rejected the presumption that citizens should be reduced to "crazies" 
and excluded from serious discussions important to America's security. To 
this extent, ufology challenged official notions of what counts as true, of 
whose words arc credible. 

In his testimony at the Symposium on Unidentified Flying Objet:ts held 
by the House Science and Astronautics Committee inJ uly 1¢8, Dr.James 
McDonald, senior physicist, Instirute of Annospheric Physics, and profes­
sor in thc Department of Meteorology, University of Arizona, went to 

great lengths to address the question of reliabili ty. Not only did he care­
fully distinguish between UFO enthusiasts and UFO wimesses, but he also 
pointed out the reluctance of many witnesses to report anomalous phe­
nomena and their efforts to provide alternative, prosaic explanations for 
what they had seen. He concludes: 

I am one of those who Jean strongly towards the extnlterrestrial hy­
pothesis. I arrived at that point by a process of elimination of other 
alternative hypotheses, not by arguments based on what I could call 
"irrefurnble proof." I am convinced that the recurrent observations by 
reliable citizens here and abroad over the past twenty years cannot be 
brushed aside as nonsense, but rather need to be taken enremely seri­
ously as evidence that some phenomenon is going on which we simply 
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do not understand. Although there is no current basis for concluding 
that hostility and grave hazard lie behind the UFO phenomenology, we 
cannot be entirely sure of that. For all of these reasons, greatly e:<panded 
scientific and public attention to the UFO problem is urgently needed.44 

McDon~ld's testimony literally reminds symposium participants that the 
witnesses are citizens. It reintroduces UFO witnesses into a community of 
those who debate and discuss, who respect one another and take one an­
other's views seriously. McDonald tries to include those dismissed as "cra­
zies" in a public of reasonable people. 

The challenge to governmental and military authority was also an im­
plicit part of what for some was the dark underside of ufology: namely, the 
contactee cults and flying saucer dubs that r:lged from the mid-fifties 
through the late sixties, numbering more than 150 at their peak with a few, 
such as Heaven's Gate, still hanging on into the nineties. Contactees de­
scribed personal contacts with space people, people that were like humans, 
never alien, bur bener, wiser, more peaceful. The most prominent con­
tactees were GCQrge Adamski, Truman Bethurum, Daniel Fry, Orfeo 
Angelucci, and Howard Menger. They publicized their messages -which 
rarely cohcrcd with one another - on local television and radio programs 
3S well as on nationally broadcast talk shows such as Steve Allen's Tunigbt.4$ 

They also spoke at flying saucer conventions. selling books v.~th titles like 
Flying Sal/ern Have untied, Stern oftbr Sal/un, and From Ollter Space to Yoll. 
Howard Menger sold records of music taught him by the space people. 

From the perspective of evidence-oriented ufologists, contactees were 
extremely damaging to ufology's poJitic:a1 and scientific efforts. They de­
stroyed what little credibility the field had, affccting the outcome of the 
Condon repon as well as the tone of much media attention to UFOs. Con­
tactees claimed that aliens had given them specific messages to share with 
the world. Less concerned with questions of evidence, they depaned from 
the scientific and governmental-juridical language of ufology to situate the 
question of alien truth on a more religious, spiritual, or mystic~1 terrain. 

The contactee narrative is generally constructed around an accidental 
encounter with a space person, a ride in a spaceship, and later meetings in 
which the space people issue the pronouncements the contactee is to de­
liver to the public at large. Almost inV3riably these pronouncements arc 
warnings about nuclear weapons. Some contactees said that atomic fal lout 
was threatening life on other planets. Othcrs expressed the fear that the 
earth was on the verge of a destruction both nuclear and spirituaL Since the 
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spiritual destruction was the result of a decline in love, care, and family val­
ues, the contactee message not only challenged the legitimacy of American 
military Strategy but also linked that strategy with a threat to the American 

way of life. 
Regardless of the disdain shown by the evidence-driven ufologists, lhe 

contactee narrative participates in flying saucer society's critique of Amer­
ica in the fifties and sixties. They, tOO, provided a si te in popular culture for 
confronting that which was so alienating in the Cold War mentality of con­
tainment and conformity. Although George Adamskj toured Europe in 
'959, and was even received by Holland's Queen Juliana, the contactees 
were a particularly American phenomenon, providing their own rather 
campy version of what the military found so important to deny.46 Again, 
quite literally, the legitimacy and coherence of America's political and s0-

cial norms were revealed as requiring the exclusion of the alien. 
In the 19505 and l¢os, ufology linked outerspace to possibility. It es­

tablished a space from which to resist the expert culture of containment and 
assert the authority of amateur and civilian opinion and research. At a time 
when "the military enjoyed tremendous prestige and was largely unchal­
lenged," flying saucer society undercut military assurances of security.47 
l\1ilitary legitimacy rested on a disavowal of rhe unlmown. Truth referred 
to what could be established, identified , secured. That which was uniden­

tified could not be true. It was outside the parameters of tnuh, dangerously 
threatening to a security ever dependent on a stable, predictable, contain­
able, real. In face of the possibility of aliens, the military looked weak, un­
able to provide the safety it promised. In the face of charges of conspiracy, 
the government looked corrupt, indistinguishable from irs own represen­
tation of the communist enemy. Few other positions in Cold War society 
provided so consistent and potentially fundamental a challenge to military 
competence and integrity.48 

The disruptive effects of UFOs were recognized at the time. In a lener 
to the chair of the House Armed Services Committee written in ,g66, 
Representative Gerald Ford criticizes the Air Force's dismissal of a plethora 
of Michigan sightings, writing: "We owe it to the people to establish credi­
bility regarding UFO's."oWThe Condon report not only worked to restore 
publie confidence in the military, but also concluded that, with regard to 
the sensational treatment of UFOs by the media, "whatever effect there has 
been has been bad." 50 Shortly thereafter, a critic of ufo logy observed that 
"several generations of teenagers had grown up believing in UFO, ETH 
[the exrraterrestrial hypothesisJ, and the governmental conspiracy. If the 
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government could lie about flying saucers then it could lie about anything. 
The UFO propagandists of the 19505 undoubtedly conrributed to the 
growing credibility gap between the government and the people."" 

Although this observation exaggerates the effects of the UFO discourse, 
it reiterntes the link I'm making between outerspace and agency in the 
19505 and I~: ufology was doing something; it wasn't just spinning an 
ouclandish conspirncy tale. At the very least, it was publicizing an out­
landish conspirncy theory that used outerspace and the possibility of extra­
terresrrial visitations to challenge military and scientific hegemony. In­
deed, Torn Englehardt suggests that, precisely because it was "beyond the 
pale," flying saucer society was able to attack the government without be­
ing accused of cOllUnunism.51 From the perspecti\'e of t he dominant cul­
ture, ufology was silly. Nonetheless, precisely because it was outside the 
constraining equation of uuth with security and identifiability, ufology was 
free to focus on the unknown, to indicate the limits of governmental au­
thority and validate the experiences of witnesses without necessarily claim­
ing that it could identify or establish the object of their experiences. 

Assimilation 

Ufology used the official languages of containment culture to challenge 
containment culrure. Like science and law, it appealed to evidence. In or­
der to defend the credibility of UFO wirnesses, moreover, researchers ap­
pealed to precisely that son of evidence they assumed would be acceptable 
to scientists and lawyers. Thus, they tended to reinforce official assump­
tions about who or what can be credible. Because ufology wanted to con­
vince political and scientific authorities of the uuth of its claims, it ac­
cepted their standards and criterja even as it resisted official efforts to 
monopolize evidence and discredit witnesses. Since the dominant view was 
that seeing a UFO signaled some kind of suspect irrationality, ufologisOi 
fought on the same terrain, maldng the witness as normal, conventional, 
and upright as any uue-blue American. In effect, they tried to claim a place 
for them within the conversations of democracy. 

During the 1¢6 hearings on UFOs by the House Armed Services Com­
mittee, Durwald G. Hall, the representative from Missouri, linked those 
who claimed to have seen UFOs with drug use and moral decline. saying: 

For some time we have even had space conversations down in the 
Ozarks, in the last 13 years, and it would seem obvious to me in view of 
the repon today (thatl those who me trips by the use of hallucinatory 
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drugs are almost synonymous with the number of space sightings we 
have had reported today, namely, in the order of 10,000. To me it indi­
cates a decrease in the morals and the fiber of those who would subject 
themselves to hallucinatory influences in the first place.!) 

For Hall, UFO reponers are as disreputable as drug users, who he also pre­
sumes are on the other side of the border separating moral citizens from 
degenerate noncitizens (or, from aliens). Those on the other side don't 
warrant attention or respect from the rest of "us. " 

Similarly, an appendix to the 1968 symposium hearings on UFOs pro­
vided a scientific method for assessing the reliability of the perceptions of 
those who claimed to have seen a UFO. Included as an ~ample of the 
method's efficacy was the detailed evaluation of a thirty-seven-year-old 
unmarried white man who reported a large luminous disk hovering over 
Tucson at 3:00 A .... ·I., November 17, 1967.54 "The Applied Assessment of 
Central Nervous System Integrity: A Method for Establishing the Credit­
ability of Eye Witness and Other Observers" provides a thorough medical 
history and the results of a physical examination, laboratory srudies of the 
man's urine and blood, a neurologic evaluation, a qualitati\'e ophthalme>-o 
logic examination, and a quantitative neuro-ophthalmologic investigation. 
It concludes that heavy smoking and ,be early stages of alcoholism dam­
aged the witness's eyes so as to make his sighting "highly unlikely." 

Results from the physical examination alone were said to indicate the 
probability of misperception. Nonetheless, the witness was subjected to a 
psychiatric evaluation, too. Although the repon acknowledges the man's 
college education, exemplary record as a bank employee, and sense of re­
sponsibility, it finds more significance in the fact that "he was breast fed for 
nearly two years because his mother couldn't afford [0 buy store milk"; that 
he was "more than once called a 'mamma's boy' by his peers"; and that his 
sexual activity was limited to masrurbating once a week to the fantasy of 
removing the "round, plastic, chartreuse nipple covers" from a belly dancer 
who performed at a local bar.!! On the basis ofthese tests, the probability 
of the man's credibility was estimated at 5 percent, putting him in [he "ex­
tremely impaired category." 

Dr. Sydney Walker, the author of the assessment method, observes that 
without these tests, the witness might have seemed highly credible beciuse 
of his respectable bank position, general demeanor, and claim to good 
health. Thanks to the medical evaluation, however, the witness is discred­
ited as a sexually dysfunctional alcoholic and the sighting is explained as 
"an acute illusory phenomenon in which his regressed oral yearning for his 
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ited as a sexually dysfunctional alcoholic and the sighting is explained as 
"an acute illusory phenomenon in which his regressed oral yearning for his 
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drugs are almost synonymous with the number of space sightings we 
have had reported today, namely, in the order of 10,000. To me it indi­
cates a decrease in the morals and the fiber of those who would subject 
themselves to hallucinatory influences in the first place.!) 

For Hall, UFO reponers are as disreputable as drug users, who he also pre­
sumes are on the other side of the border separating moral citizens from 
degenerate noncitizens (or, from aliens). Those on the other side don't 
warrant attention or respect from the rest of "us. " 

Similarly, an appendix to the 1968 symposium hearings on UFOs pro­
vided a scientific method for assessing the reliability of the perceptions of 
those who claimed to have seen a UFO. Included as an ~ample of the 
method's efficacy was the detailed evaluation of a thirty-seven-year-old 
unmarried white man who reported a large luminous disk hovering over 
Tucson at 3:00 A .... ·I., November 17, 1967.54 "The Applied Assessment of 
Central Nervous System Integrity: A Method for Establishing the Credit­
ability of Eye Witness and Other Observers" provides a thorough medical 
history and the results of a physical examination, laboratory srudies of the 
man's urine and blood, a neurologic evaluation, a qualitati\'e ophthalme>-o 
logic examination, and a quantitative neuro-ophthalmologic investigation. 
It concludes that heavy smoking and ,be early stages of alcoholism dam­
aged the witness's eyes so as to make his sighting "highly unlikely." 

Results from the physical examination alone were said to indicate the 
probability of misperception. Nonetheless, the witness was subjected to a 
psychiatric evaluation, too. Although the repon acknowledges the man's 
college education, exemplary record as a bank employee, and sense of re­
sponsibility, it finds more significance in the fact that "he was breast fed for 
nearly two years because his mother couldn't afford [0 buy store milk"; that 
he was "more than once called a 'mamma's boy' by his peers"; and that his 
sexual activity was limited to masrurbating once a week to the fantasy of 
removing the "round, plastic, chartreuse nipple covers" from a belly dancer 
who performed at a local bar.!! On the basis ofthese tests, the probability 
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mother was symbolically represented in the ' light. ' That the object took the 
color and shape it did (like the nipple covers) further demonstrates [the wit­
ness's] all-pervasive oral fixation!' l6 

This lcind of assessment method - and there was at least one resigna­
tion from the Colorado research team over the legitimacy of a similar psy­
chologically based witness questionnaire - constructs the UFO witness as 
an obje<:t of medical research. lnstead of a participant in discussion with 
other scientists and citizens, the witness is something to be examined and 
studied, a lab rat rather than someone ro be heard. The discourse of science 
is a site where the witness is fabricated into a test subject, not a language 
that the witness can use to describe what he or she has seen. Consequently, 
the lines in the banle over credibi lity are drawn. The question is whether 
witnesses, and UFO researchers, have the right to usc these same scientific 
and legal languages or whether the very rules of their use rurn witnesses 
into objects and researchers into crazies. 

Hynek, the Northwestern professor who had worked with the Air Force 
on Project Blue Book, responded to the House symposium att2CKs on the 
character of saucer witnesses. Stressing that fear of ridicule caused most 
sightings to go unreported, he defended the credibility of wimesses in the 
SlIme languages that were deplo}·ed in the attempt to discredit them. Pwple 
risked mockery and dismissal for twO reasons, H ynek said: "One, is out of 
a sense o f civic duty. Time and ag2in I will get a letter saying, I haven't said 
this to anybody, but I feel it is my civic duty as a citizen to report this .... . 
The second reason is that their curiosity finally bugs them, They have 
been thinJcing about it and they want to mow what it was they saw." J1 Like 
McDonald's testimony in the same synlposium, Hynek's tries to reinsert 
witnesses into a public of credible citizens, into a discussion carried out 
among Americans who respcctone another, who take one another seriously. 

\oVhat this meant, though, was that McDonald's and Hynek's effortS to 

support wimesses acrually served to consolidate the terms in which this re­
spect could be given. Ufology so affirmed the standards and practices of 
science and government that it simultaneously challenged and rcinscribed 
their authority. Those who counted as "reliable" occupied a legitimate sub­
ject position as citizens or scientists, those whose lIloral standing could go 
without question or whose professional credentials made perceptual errors 
unlikely. 

Other ufologists contributed to this consolidation of the conditions of 
credibility. Many called attention to sightings from pilots, astronauts, pro­
fessors, and military men. In one chapter alone of Flying Saut:trr: Top Stcru, 
Donald Keyhoe identifies as UFO wimesses (whose signrd reportS are in 

44 Allen, In A_rtca 

• 

mother was symbolically represented in the ' light. ' That the object took the 
color and shape it did (like the nipple covers) further demonstrates [the wit­
ness's] all-pervasive oral fixation!' l6 

This lcind of assessment method - and there was at least one resigna­
tion from the Colorado research team over the legitimacy of a similar psy­
chologically based witness questionnaire - constructs the UFO witness as 
an obje<:t of medical research. lnstead of a participant in discussion with 
other scientists and citizens, the witness is something to be examined and 
studied, a lab rat rather than someone ro be heard. The discourse of science 
is a site where the witness is fabricated into a test subject, not a language 
that the witness can use to describe what he or she has seen. Consequently, 
the lines in the banle over credibi lity are drawn. The question is whether 
witnesses, and UFO researchers, have the right to usc these same scientific 
and legal languages or whether the very rules of their use rurn witnesses 
into objects and researchers into crazies. 

Hynek, the Northwestern professor who had worked with the Air Force 
on Project Blue Book, responded to the House symposium att2CKs on the 
character of saucer witnesses. Stressing that fear of ridicule caused most 
sightings to go unreported, he defended the credibility of wimesses in the 
SlIme languages that were deplo}·ed in the attempt to discredit them. Pwple 
risked mockery and dismissal for twO reasons, H ynek said: "One, is out of 
a sense o f civic duty. Time and ag2in I will get a letter saying, I haven't said 
this to anybody, but I feel it is my civic duty as a citizen to report this .... . 
The second reason is that their curiosity finally bugs them, They have 
been thinJcing about it and they want to mow what it was they saw." J1 Like 
McDonald's testimony in the same synlposium, Hynek's tries to reinsert 
witnesses into a public of credible citizens, into a discussion carried out 
among Americans who respcctone another, who take one another seriously. 

\oVhat this meant, though, was that McDonald's and Hynek's effortS to 

support wimesses acrually served to consolidate the terms in which this re­
spect could be given. Ufology so affirmed the standards and practices of 
science and government that it simultaneously challenged and rcinscribed 
their authority. Those who counted as "reliable" occupied a legitimate sub­
ject position as citizens or scientists, those whose lIloral standing could go 
without question or whose professional credentials made perceptual errors 
unlikely. 

Other ufologists contributed to this consolidation of the conditions of 
credibility. Many called attention to sightings from pilots, astronauts, pro­
fessors, and military men. In one chapter alone of Flying Saut:trr: Top Stcru, 
Donald Keyhoe identifies as UFO wimesses (whose signrd reportS are in 

44 Allen, In A_rtca 

• 

mother was symbolically represented in the ' light. ' That the object took the 
color and shape it did (like the nipple covers) further demonstrates [the wit­
ness's] all-pervasive oral fixation!' l6 

This lcind of assessment method - and there was at least one resigna­
tion from the Colorado research team over the legitimacy of a similar psy­
chologically based witness questionnaire - constructs the UFO witness as 
an obje<:t of medical research. lnstead of a participant in discussion with 
other scientists and citizens, the witness is something to be examined and 
studied, a lab rat rather than someone ro be heard. The discourse of science 
is a site where the witness is fabricated into a test subject, not a language 
that the witness can use to describe what he or she has seen. Consequently, 
the lines in the banle over credibi lity are drawn. The question is whether 
witnesses, and UFO researchers, have the right to usc these same scientific 
and legal languages or whether the very rules of their use rurn witnesses 
into objects and researchers into crazies. 

Hynek, the Northwestern professor who had worked with the Air Force 
on Project Blue Book, responded to the House symposium att2CKs on the 
character of saucer witnesses. Stressing that fear of ridicule caused most 
sightings to go unreported, he defended the credibility of wimesses in the 
SlIme languages that were deplo}·ed in the attempt to discredit them. Pwple 
risked mockery and dismissal for twO reasons, H ynek said: "One, is out of 
a sense o f civic duty. Time and ag2in I will get a letter saying, I haven't said 
this to anybody, but I feel it is my civic duty as a citizen to report this .... . 
The second reason is that their curiosity finally bugs them, They have 
been thinJcing about it and they want to mow what it was they saw." J1 Like 
McDonald's testimony in the same synlposium, Hynek's tries to reinsert 
witnesses into a public of credible citizens, into a discussion carried out 
among Americans who respcctone another, who take one another seriously. 

\oVhat this meant, though, was that McDonald's and Hynek's effortS to 

support wimesses acrually served to consolidate the terms in which this re­
spect could be given. Ufology so affirmed the standards and practices of 
science and government that it simultaneously challenged and rcinscribed 
their authority. Those who counted as "reliable" occupied a legitimate sub­
ject position as citizens or scientists, those whose lIloral standing could go 
without question or whose professional credentials made perceptual errors 
unlikely. 

Other ufologists contributed to this consolidation of the conditions of 
credibility. Many called attention to sightings from pilots, astronauts, pro­
fessors, and military men. In one chapter alone of Flying Saut:trr: Top Stcru, 
Donald Keyhoe identifies as UFO wimesses (whose signrd reportS are in 

44 Allen, In A_rtca 

• 

mother was symbolically represented in the ' light. ' That the object took the 
color and shape it did (like the nipple covers) further demonstrates [the wit­
ness's] all-pervasive oral fixation!' l6 

This lcind of assessment method - and there was at least one resigna­
tion from the Colorado research team over the legitimacy of a similar psy­
chologically based witness questionnaire - constructs the UFO witness as 
an obje<:t of medical research. lnstead of a participant in discussion with 
other scientists and citizens, the witness is something to be examined and 
studied, a lab rat rather than someone ro be heard. The discourse of science 
is a site where the witness is fabricated into a test subject, not a language 
that the witness can use to describe what he or she has seen. Consequently, 
the lines in the banle over credibi lity are drawn. The question is whether 
witnesses, and UFO researchers, have the right to usc these same scientific 
and legal languages or whether the very rules of their use rurn witnesses 
into objects and researchers into crazies. 

Hynek, the Northwestern professor who had worked with the Air Force 
on Project Blue Book, responded to the House symposium att2CKs on the 
character of saucer witnesses. Stressing that fear of ridicule caused most 
sightings to go unreported, he defended the credibility of wimesses in the 
SlIme languages that were deplo}·ed in the attempt to discredit them. Pwple 
risked mockery and dismissal for twO reasons, H ynek said: "One, is out of 
a sense o f civic duty. Time and ag2in I will get a letter saying, I haven't said 
this to anybody, but I feel it is my civic duty as a citizen to report this .... . 
The second reason is that their curiosity finally bugs them, They have 
been thinJcing about it and they want to mow what it was they saw." J1 Like 
McDonald's testimony in the same synlposium, Hynek's tries to reinsert 
witnesses into a public of credible citizens, into a discussion carried out 
among Americans who respcctone another, who take one another seriously. 

\oVhat this meant, though, was that McDonald's and Hynek's effortS to 

support wimesses acrually served to consolidate the terms in which this re­
spect could be given. Ufology so affirmed the standards and practices of 
science and government that it simultaneously challenged and rcinscribed 
their authority. Those who counted as "reliable" occupied a legitimate sub­
ject position as citizens or scientists, those whose lIloral standing could go 
without question or whose professional credentials made perceptual errors 
unlikely. 

Other ufologists contributed to this consolidation of the conditions of 
credibility. Many called attention to sightings from pilots, astronauts, pro­
fessors, and military men. In one chapter alone of Flying Saut:trr: Top Stcru, 
Donald Keyhoe identifies as UFO wimesses (whose signrd reportS are in 

44 Allen, In A_rtca 

• 

mother was symbolically represented in the ' light. ' That the object took the 
color and shape it did (like the nipple covers) further demonstrates [the wit­
ness's] all-pervasive oral fixation!' l6 

This lcind of assessment method - and there was at least one resigna­
tion from the Colorado research team over the legitimacy of a similar psy­
chologically based witness questionnaire - constructs the UFO witness as 
an obje<:t of medical research. lnstead of a participant in discussion with 
other scientists and citizens, the witness is something to be examined and 
studied, a lab rat rather than someone ro be heard. The discourse of science 
is a site where the witness is fabricated into a test subject, not a language 
that the witness can use to describe what he or she has seen. Consequently, 
the lines in the banle over credibi lity are drawn. The question is whether 
witnesses, and UFO researchers, have the right to usc these same scientific 
and legal languages or whether the very rules of their use rurn witnesses 
into objects and researchers into crazies. 

Hynek, the Northwestern professor who had worked with the Air Force 
on Project Blue Book, responded to the House symposium att2CKs on the 
character of saucer witnesses. Stressing that fear of ridicule caused most 
sightings to go unreported, he defended the credibility of wimesses in the 
SlIme languages that were deplo}·ed in the attempt to discredit them. Pwple 
risked mockery and dismissal for twO reasons, H ynek said: "One, is out of 
a sense o f civic duty. Time and ag2in I will get a letter saying, I haven't said 
this to anybody, but I feel it is my civic duty as a citizen to report this .... . 
The second reason is that their curiosity finally bugs them, They have 
been thinJcing about it and they want to mow what it was they saw." J1 Like 
McDonald's testimony in the same synlposium, Hynek's tries to reinsert 
witnesses into a public of credible citizens, into a discussion carried out 
among Americans who respcctone another, who take one another seriously. 

\oVhat this meant, though, was that McDonald's and Hynek's effortS to 

support wimesses acrually served to consolidate the terms in which this re­
spect could be given. Ufology so affirmed the standards and practices of 
science and government that it simultaneously challenged and rcinscribed 
their authority. Those who counted as "reliable" occupied a legitimate sub­
ject position as citizens or scientists, those whose lIloral standing could go 
without question or whose professional credentials made perceptual errors 
unlikely. 

Other ufologists contributed to this consolidation of the conditions of 
credibility. Many called attention to sightings from pilots, astronauts, pro­
fessors, and military men. In one chapter alone of Flying Saut:trr: Top Stcru, 
Donald Keyhoe identifies as UFO wimesses (whose signrd reportS are in 

44 Allen, In A_rtca 

• 

mother was symbolically represented in the ' light. ' That the object took the 
color and shape it did (like the nipple covers) further demonstrates [the wit­
ness's] all-pervasive oral fixation!' l6 

This lcind of assessment method - and there was at least one resigna­
tion from the Colorado research team over the legitimacy of a similar psy­
chologically based witness questionnaire - constructs the UFO witness as 
an obje<:t of medical research. lnstead of a participant in discussion with 
other scientists and citizens, the witness is something to be examined and 
studied, a lab rat rather than someone ro be heard. The discourse of science 
is a site where the witness is fabricated into a test subject, not a language 
that the witness can use to describe what he or she has seen. Consequently, 
the lines in the banle over credibi lity are drawn. The question is whether 
witnesses, and UFO researchers, have the right to usc these same scientific 
and legal languages or whether the very rules of their use rurn witnesses 
into objects and researchers into crazies. 

Hynek, the Northwestern professor who had worked with the Air Force 
on Project Blue Book, responded to the House symposium att2CKs on the 
character of saucer witnesses. Stressing that fear of ridicule caused most 
sightings to go unreported, he defended the credibility of wimesses in the 
SlIme languages that were deplo}·ed in the attempt to discredit them. Pwple 
risked mockery and dismissal for twO reasons, H ynek said: "One, is out of 
a sense o f civic duty. Time and ag2in I will get a letter saying, I haven't said 
this to anybody, but I feel it is my civic duty as a citizen to report this .... . 
The second reason is that their curiosity finally bugs them, They have 
been thinJcing about it and they want to mow what it was they saw." J1 Like 
McDonald's testimony in the same synlposium, Hynek's tries to reinsert 
witnesses into a public of credible citizens, into a discussion carried out 
among Americans who respcctone another, who take one another seriously. 

\oVhat this meant, though, was that McDonald's and Hynek's effortS to 

support wimesses acrually served to consolidate the terms in which this re­
spect could be given. Ufology so affirmed the standards and practices of 
science and government that it simultaneously challenged and rcinscribed 
their authority. Those who counted as "reliable" occupied a legitimate sub­
ject position as citizens or scientists, those whose lIloral standing could go 
without question or whose professional credentials made perceptual errors 
unlikely. 

Other ufologists contributed to this consolidation of the conditions of 
credibility. Many called attention to sightings from pilots, astronauts, pro­
fessors, and military men. In one chapter alone of Flying Saut:trr: Top Stcru, 
Donald Keyhoe identifies as UFO wimesses (whose signrd reportS are in 

44 Allen, In A_rtca 

• 



NICAP files) the following: three pilots; "a well-known Baltimore as­
tronomer, Dr. j ames C. Bartlett, j r. , author of numerous scientific anicles 
in astronautical journals"; and a Lutheran minister, the Rev. Kenneth R. 
Hoffman, and his wife (who remains unnamed). Similarly, Gerald Ford's 
letter refers to sightings by a retired Air Force colonel, a scientist from 
MIT, an aeronautical engineer, and twelve policemen, asking: "Are we to as­
sume that everyone who says he has seen a UFO's an unreliable witness?" 5~ 

Furthermore, in contrast to the medicalized/psychologized approach 
to witness reliability offered by Sydney Walker, another participant in 
the 1968 symposium suggest.'! that "it might be fruitful to set up formally 
an adversary proceeding modeled after our system of jurisprudence." 5~ 

Dr. Robert L. Hall, chair of sociology at the University of Illinois, de­
scribes several UFO reports that met the criteria for witness credibility 
before a court oflaw. He argues that reliability should be judged in accor­
dance with the witness's reput.1tion, consistency, motive for prevarication, 
reaction to the event, and other conventional criteria. 

The early struggles of the ufologists can be read in terms of their rein­
scription of conventional ideas as to who counts, who is trustworthy, who 
is actually and above all a citizen. Such an interpretation, however, needs 
to be supplemented by attention to the battle around the very nature of 
truth out of which modern saucer stories emerge. The early ufologists 
fought against essentialist understandings of truth that would inscribe 
truth in objects (and relations between objects) in the world. Rejecting this 
idea, they relied on an understanding of truth as consensual. If our living in 
the world is an outcome of a consensus on reality, they would explain, then 
stop and notice that not everyone is consenting to the view of reality es­
poused by science and government. For this so-called consensus reality is 
exclusionary; it is based on the silencing and discrediting of real, everyday 
people, people who want to be heard. If truth is truly consensual, then 
other voices - those of the UFO witnesses - have to be included. As long 
as they are dismissed and objectified, as long as they don't count as citizens 
whose voices and opinions are worth taking seriously, then truth will be 
only a play of power. 

Emerging at the intersection of scientific and legal discourse, ufology 
was constituted through the redoubled effects of its exclusion. In the first 
instance, talk of flying saucers was discredited as nonsense unworthy of se­
rious scientific or governmental consideration. UFOs were outside the do­
main of the dominanr rationality. Ln the second instance, because of the 
outsider status of UFOs and UFO reports, cstablishing the intelligibility 
of witnesses required UFO researchen; to appropriate the discourses that 
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tronomer, Dr. j ames C. Bartlett, j r. , author of numerous scientific anicles 
in astronautical journals"; and a Lutheran minister, the Rev. Kenneth R. 
Hoffman, and his wife (who remains unnamed). Similarly, Gerald Ford's 
letter refers to sightings by a retired Air Force colonel, a scientist from 
MIT, an aeronautical engineer, and twelve policemen, asking: "Are we to as­
sume that everyone who says he has seen a UFO's an unreliable witness?" 5~ 

Furthermore, in contrast to the medicalized/psychologized approach 
to witness reliability offered by Sydney Walker, another participant in 
the 1968 symposium suggest.'! that "it might be fruitful to set up formally 
an adversary proceeding modeled after our system of jurisprudence." 5~ 

Dr. Robert L. Hall, chair of sociology at the University of Illinois, de­
scribes several UFO reports that met the criteria for witness credibility 
before a court oflaw. He argues that reliability should be judged in accor­
dance with the witness's reput.1tion, consistency, motive for prevarication, 
reaction to the event, and other conventional criteria. 

The early struggles of the ufologists can be read in terms of their rein­
scription of conventional ideas as to who counts, who is trustworthy, who 
is actually and above all a citizen. Such an interpretation, however, needs 
to be supplemented by attention to the battle around the very nature of 
truth out of which modern saucer stories emerge. The early ufologists 
fought against essentialist understandings of truth that would inscribe 
truth in objects (and relations between objects) in the world. Rejecting this 
idea, they relied on an understanding of truth as consensual. If our living in 
the world is an outcome of a consensus on reality, they would explain, then 
stop and notice that not everyone is consenting to the view of reality es­
poused by science and government. For this so-called consensus reality is 
exclusionary; it is based on the silencing and discrediting of real, everyday 
people, people who want to be heard. If truth is truly consensual, then 
other voices - those of the UFO witnesses - have to be included. As long 
as they are dismissed and objectified, as long as they don't count as citizens 
whose voices and opinions are worth taking seriously, then truth will be 
only a play of power. 
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had originally excluded them. To be comprehensible to governmental and 

scientific authorities, UFO taiL: re lied on their languages and logics, even 
as it remained alien to, incomprehensible in terms of, these languages and 

logics. Unable to equate the true with the predictable, identifiable, and 
containable, ufology redeployed truth itself. Thus, the resistance embod­

ied in the UFO discourse was produced as an effect of ufology's exclusion, 
an effect that resulted in its adoption of the languages of science and law. 

Contact 

By the late eighties and early nineties, ufology appears less a critical site 
than a symptomatic one. During the Cold War, the need for credibility 

kept those who considered themse lves serious ufologists at a distance from 
the contaeteCSj in fact, from nearly all discussions of crashed disks, land­

ings, or close encounters of more than strictly \~suaJ kinds. By the eighties, 
serious ufologists are talking about abduction. Instead of using radar and 
looking at the skies, they rely on practices of hypnosis and readings of the 

body to track fugitive alien truth. Over the past decade, the advocatory 
conventions of the UFO discourse have expanded to defend the veracity of 
people claiming to be not just witnesses bUl abductees. Taldng them seri­
ously, uusung tbe words of everyday people, now means allowing for tbe 

truth of alien abduction. 
Constructed around a lack covered over and filled in by words, the UFO 

discourse today doesn't e\'en need UFOs; absence itself marks an alien en­

counter. Budd Hopkins's Missing Timt argues that temporal gaps and 
holes, an inability to account for a period of time, are potential indicators 
of an alien abduction. Outerspaee has become the original location o f 
aliens who arc now here, next to us. We can't do anything about these 
aliens. We can't stOp their movement into our lives. 

VVhcther they ultimately come t.o acquiesce in or even benefit from their 
alien encounters, abductees generally recount their initial experiences in a 
language of fea r, dread, mistrust, -and confusion. Their narratives involve 
themes of victimi7.ation, colonization, surveillance, and the "technologiz­

ing" of reproduction and the body. Abductees describe the forced extrac­
tion of their eggs or sperm, anal probes, mind SC3ns, and the implantation 
of traclcing devices. Abduction is said to run in f.amilies and to occur re­
peatedly throughout experiencers' lives. Children as young as [WO and 
three are reported to have been -abducted by aliens.6CI Some researchers 
conclude that the alien project is the creation of a hybrid human·alien race. 
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"all the Table." J effrey Westover bases his (I1't on his personal abduction expel';ences: 

"This is a SlIhc07lSCiollsiy 7"e7lle17lbered alien experie71ce that I later found out involved the 

taking ofsper71l fro7llme." (Jeffrq S. Westover ©I997) 
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Advocating these alien experiences as worthy of serious attention is ef~ 

fected by appropriating the discourse of therapy. Whereas credibility in the 
fifties and sixties was constructed through medical~psychiatric and jurjdi ~ 

cal practices of investigation, current techniques are linked to therapy and 
self~help. Located at the primary site of ufological inquiry, the wimess, 
such techniques provide more than insight into an individual's feelings and 
experiences. They access the production of those feelings and experiences, 
pointing to a truth beyond the wimess. 

The therapeutic site of the wimess is a result of introducing hypnosis 
into UFO research. In the first abduction accounts to get attention in 
mainstream media, therapy was incidental. Barney Hill, the subject ofJohn 
Fuller's 1966 book The Interrupted ]Qtmley, sought psychological help for 
anxiety and emotional problems.6 ! He and his wife, Beny, had been ad­
vised, however, to consider using regression hypnosis to uncover some of 
the gaps in their memory of an odd experience they had while driving 
through New Hampshire one night in September t96l . 

On an isolated road in the \¥hite Mountains, the Hills had stopped their 
car several times to get a better look at a recurring moving light. The last 
time, Barney took their binoculars and crossed into a field. Through the 
binoculars, he saw a number of uniformed figures looking through the win­
dow of what appeared to be a large craft. The eyes of one of the crew mem­
bers frightened Barney, and he ran back to the car afraid tbat he would 
be captured.6l As they drove away, both heard some strange beeps. They 
became oddly drowsy, their awareness returning to normal only after they 
heard a second set of beeps. The Hills arrived home later than they had 
expected. 

Upon their return, they called a nearby Air Force base and ga\'e an ab­
breviated report of t heir sighting. Barney, who made the Cl)JI, didn't want 
to mention the uniformed figures. Over the next few weeks, Betty checked 
a book on UFOs out of a local library and wrote to the author, Donald 
Keyhoe of NlCAP, about their experience. She had vivid dreams about 
UFOs and described them to Barney. In late November, [WO NlCAP in­
vestigators, Walter Webb and C. D . Jackson, visited the Hills. Also present 
during the visit was a friend of the couple's, a retired Air Force intelligence 
officer named James MacDonald. 

During their interview with the Hills, the l''lCAP investigators at­
tempted to reconstruct the c\'ents of the evening of September 19. The 
Hills discovered that they couldn't. Two hours were missing out o f their 
trip.6) They also discovered that they could not account for a thiny-five­
mile stretch of their drh'e, the stretch they had traveled between t he [wo 
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sets of beeps. In this COntext, Major MacDonald suggested that Betty and 
Barney consider using medical hypnosis to retrieve their memories. 

Fuller explains that the major had become familiar with hypnosis during 
his career in the Air Force. He credits MacDonald for being aware of the 
potential for hypnosis to be abused, "in the hands of stage hypnotists or 
other inexperienced people." Yet the author disconnects MacDonald's sug­
gestion from such "fraudulent" practices by elaborating the medical uses of 
hypnosis. Fuller explains that MacDonald knew of the successful results 
hypnosis had achieved "in the rehabilitation of servicemen suffering from 
war neuroses (sometimes described as 'battle fatigue ' or 'shell shock')."6o' 
E\'eryonc present agreed that medical hypnosis ~ and they srressed the 
term "medical"-was a good idea, especially because it seemed that the 
Hills had "experienced a violent trl!um3 much like shell shock, a condition 
that often produced temporary amnesia - which had frequently been 
treated successfully by medical hypnosis."6s Two years later the Hills wefe 
hypnotized by Dr. Benjamin Simon. Simon had served as chief of neu­
ropsychiatry and execU[h'e officer for the Army's primary psychiatric cen­
ter during World War 11 . He was also a consultant to John Huston when 
the director filmed a documentary on shell shock, Ul Thtrt Bt Light, at the 
hospital, Mason General.66 Under hypnosis, each described being taken 
aboard an alien craft and subjeeted to a medical examination. 

The Hill case played a seminal role in ufology. The credibility of the 
Hills set them apart from the contactees, thereby challenging the line 
ufologists had drawn between "sighting" cases and "occupant" cases. Their 
case thus came to establish the contours of the abduction narrative as it 
would appear during the seventies. A person would typically be driving in 
a car, at night, and would sec a strange light. Upon rerurning home, the 
person would realize that he (or, rarely, she) suffered some kind of amne­
sia. At this point, the person would undergo hypnosis and describe being 
examined by alien entities aboard a space craft.6? 

The Hill case also installed into ufology a major new research tool, hyp­
nosis. As Coral and Jim Lorenz.en (founders of APRO) write in 1977: "An 
added step forward in the Hill case was the utilization of hypnosis in re­
rrieving information from the abductees. Initially, the Hills procured the 
services of a psychiarrist because Mrs. Hili was having recurring night­
mares and Mr. Hill was experiencing a recurrence of ulcers. Their deeision 
to go to a psychiatrist to learn the reason for their traumas became a guide­
line for researchers gathering information about other abductions."" In 
the Lorenzens' version, Betty Hill, whom Fuller does not present as need­
ing therapy or suffering from her nighnnares, is insened into the story of 
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the decision to go to a psychologist. This strengthens the link between a 

UFO experience and therapy. Funhermore, hypnosis is positioned as a tool 
for UFO research rather than a medical practice for use in amnesia. Ibis 

effects a change of emphasis; within the discourse, hypnosis takes on the 

double function of helping cure the traumatic loss of memory as weU as 
providing Kitntific evidence (because of its medical role) of the truth of what 

is recalled. 
Although Dr. Simon had been cautious in his assessment of the mnh of 

the Hills's experience, and although a number of UFO investigators ad­
vised against the presumption that memories recalled under hypnosis were 

necessarily true or authentic, hypnosis quickly became linked with truth 
because of the prominence at the time of another technology of truth, the 

lie detector test. oW Charles Hickson presumed himself to be fully aware of 
what happened during his abduction while fishing on the Pascagoula RiVet 

in October 1973. His companion, Calvin Parker, had fainted and remained 
unconscious. Nonethcless, both were hypnotized. The hypnotist, Dr.James 

Harder, a civil engineet and directot of research for AFRO, confirmed to 
the press after [wo sessions with the mcn that it was "practically impos­

sible" for Hic1.:son and Parker to have simulated "their feelings of terror 
while under hypnosis." 70 They later passed lie detector tests. Harder also 
hypnotized Travis Walton after his abduction in 1975. Wallon, and the six 
men who witnessed his abduction, also took and passed lie detector tests. 

in a similar effort to establish the reliabiliry of the memories recalled un­
der hypnosis, Raymond E. Fowler writes that abductee Betty Andreasson 

passed a PSE (psychological Stress Evaluator) test, which is like a lie de­
tector test.7I As he explains, "There is a standard investigative procedure 
applicable to CE~III cases [close encounters ofthe third kindJ liL:e the An~ 

dreasson Affair. It includes: establishing witness credibiliry, extracting the 
forgotten experience through hypnosis, and, finally, thoroughly analyzing 
all collected data pertaining to the case at hand." 7l 

Although Whirley Strieber still reports on his successful passing of lie 
detector tests in Tmnsformarion, the sequel to Commu1Iion, by the time 
Budd Hopkins published Missing Timt in 1981 the links between hypnosis, 
truth, abduction, and therapy were firmly in place.7l Not only does Hop­
kins include a postscript by psychotherapist Aphrodite Clamar, who had 
hypnotized several of the abductees whose cases Hopkins compiled, but he 

writes: "UFO investigators have come to rely upon regressive hypnosis as 
the most efficient method of unlocking the forgotten period of rime­

usually an hour or twO - and recovering the often harrowing account of 

50 AI ..... I" America 

~ ep 3axl1 eHI1 l( K 101 np 

the decision to go to a psychologist. This strengthens the link between a 

UFO experience and therapy. Funhermore, hypnosis is positioned as a tool 
for UFO research rather than a medical practice for use in amnesia. Ibis 

effects a change of emphasis; within the discourse, hypnosis takes on the 

double function of helping cure the traumatic loss of memory as weU as 
providing Kitntific evidence (because of its medical role) of the truth of what 

is recalled. 
Although Dr. Simon had been cautious in his assessment of the mnh of 

the Hills's experience, and although a number of UFO investigators ad­
vised against the presumption that memories recalled under hypnosis were 

necessarily true or authentic, hypnosis quickly became linked with truth 
because of the prominence at the time of another technology of truth, the 

lie detector test. oW Charles Hickson presumed himself to be fully aware of 
what happened during his abduction while fishing on the Pascagoula RiVet 

in October 1973. His companion, Calvin Parker, had fainted and remained 
unconscious. Nonethcless, both were hypnotized. The hypnotist, Dr.James 

Harder, a civil engineet and directot of research for AFRO, confirmed to 
the press after [wo sessions with the mcn that it was "practically impos­

sible" for Hic1.:son and Parker to have simulated "their feelings of terror 
while under hypnosis." 70 They later passed lie detector tests. Harder also 
hypnotized Travis Walton after his abduction in 1975. Wallon, and the six 
men who witnessed his abduction, also took and passed lie detector tests. 

in a similar effort to establish the reliabiliry of the memories recalled un­
der hypnosis, Raymond E. Fowler writes that abductee Betty Andreasson 

passed a PSE (psychological Stress Evaluator) test, which is like a lie de­
tector test.7I As he explains, "There is a standard investigative procedure 
applicable to CE~III cases [close encounters ofthe third kindJ liL:e the An~ 

dreasson Affair. It includes: establishing witness credibiliry, extracting the 
forgotten experience through hypnosis, and, finally, thoroughly analyzing 
all collected data pertaining to the case at hand." 7l 

Although Whirley Strieber still reports on his successful passing of lie 
detector tests in Tmnsformarion, the sequel to Commu1Iion, by the time 
Budd Hopkins published Missing Timt in 1981 the links between hypnosis, 
truth, abduction, and therapy were firmly in place.7l Not only does Hop­
kins include a postscript by psychotherapist Aphrodite Clamar, who had 
hypnotized several of the abductees whose cases Hopkins compiled, but he 

writes: "UFO investigators have come to rely upon regressive hypnosis as 
the most efficient method of unlocking the forgotten period of rime­

usually an hour or twO - and recovering the often harrowing account of 

50 AI ..... I" America 

~ ep 3axl1 eHI1 l( K 101 np 



what acrually happened; psychiatrists and psychologists who practice hyp­
nosis have thus become our most helpful allies. " 74 

Funhermore, Hopkins retrieves the juridical link, connecting it to hyp­

nosis as well as to therapy. In an appendix, he cites articles from the Nt'W 
York Tnms discussing the use of hypnosis in ('riminal C'll.ses. The articles, 
one about a rape trial, report how hypnosis enabled witnesses to call up 

memories they had repressed owing to the trauma of the crime. Hopkins 
concludes: "Hypnosis, then, is accepted as a \'";liid tool by both courtS and 
police departments. Properly used, the technique can be an avenue to truth, 
particularly so when traumatic eventS have buried specific details beyond 
immediate recall." ?! 

Because of hypnosis, Hopkins is able to disconnect abduction from any 
accompanying UFO sighting. His work begins with the "feelings" some­
one has that "something" might have happened "sometime" or "some­
where." Under hypnosis, some of these feelings turn out to involve abduc­
tion by aliens. He writes: "An inescapable conclusion to be drawn from 
these cases is that anyo1/e could have been abducted, with no memory of it, 
no conscious recall even of a preliminary event like the sighting of a 
UFO."" 

Within the abduction strand of the UFO discourse, the UFO sighting 

has been replaced by the emotional response a person has to reading a book 
about UFOs or alien abduction. In the concluding chapter of Encoumm: A 
Psychologist Reveals Case Studies of Abdllctirms by ExtTattTTestrials, Dr. Edith 
Fiore writes: "Any anxiety reactions experienced while reading this or any 
other book on UFOs and CEIVs [close encounters of the fourth kind; i.e., 
acrua! contact "ith aliens] is a strong indicator. Whal is happening is this, 
as with any reactions of anxiety in relation to this wpic, is that you are ac­
rually partially reliving the original traumatic experience during which you 
felt anxiety, maybe even terror." " For those who have such a reaction, or 
who experience other symptoms associated with abduction trauma (such as 
sleep disorders, waking up with unusual bodily sensations, feeling moni­
tored or watched, unexplained marks on the body, missing time, and anxi­
ety aboul aliens), specialists in abduction like Mack, Hopkins, Fiore, and 
others are aV3ilable for help. Through hypnosis they uncover the truth re­
pressed in memory, assessing truth according to the intensity and authen­
ticity of the emotions a person expresses while hypnotized and the consis­
tency of the person's memory with those of other abductecs, The t herapist 
not only helps the abductee access the truth of her experience, but also 
works to assure the abductee that she is nOt crazy, that the abductee m ows 
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about UFOs or alien abduction. In the concluding chapter of Encoumm: A 
Psychologist Reveals Case Studies of Abdllctirms by ExtTattTTestrials, Dr. Edith 
Fiore writes: "Any anxiety reactions experienced while reading this or any 
other book on UFOs and CEIVs [close encounters of the fourth kind; i.e., 
acrua! contact "ith aliens] is a strong indicator. Whal is happening is this, 
as with any reactions of anxiety in relation to this wpic, is that you are ac­
rually partially reliving the original traumatic experience during which you 
felt anxiety, maybe even terror." " For those who have such a reaction, or 
who experience other symptoms associated with abduction trauma (such as 
sleep disorders, waking up with unusual bodily sensations, feeling moni­
tored or watched, unexplained marks on the body, missing time, and anxi­
ety aboul aliens), specialists in abduction like Mack, Hopkins, Fiore, and 
others are aV3ilable for help. Through hypnosis they uncover the truth re­
pressed in memory, assessing truth according to the intensity and authen­
ticity of the emotions a person expresses while hypnotized and the consis­
tency of the person's memory with those of other abductecs, The t herapist 
not only helps the abductee access the truth of her experience, but also 
works to assure the abductee that she is nOt crazy, that the abductee m ows 
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what happened to her. In helping the experiencer accept the truth of the 
alien, the therapist effects a cure for t he traumas and distress that led the 
expcriencer to therapy in the first place. 

To be sure, the rest of the UFO discourse is still around, JUSt as contactee 
claims and crashed saucer stories were present in the fifties and sixties. BiU 
Clinton is often quoted as saying he wants to m ow what happened at 
Roswell. Most cites fai l to note that the president was laughi ng as he said it 
in answer [0 a child's question . The Air Force still feels the need to debunl.: 
sightings and provide an authoritative truth ohhe matter. A group called 
CAUS (Citizens against UFO Secrecy) uses the Freedom of Informatio n 
Act to get the government to release UFO-related documents.78 Resited in 
the political context of the ' 990S, however, accusations of governmental 
cover-ups are nothing new; conspiracy theories are in the air, whether re­
configured by O liver Stone or fabri cated by the Unibomber, bacl-woods 
militiamen, or O. J. Simpson's defense team. UFO researchers continue to 

stress the "people's right to Know," but the idea has been 11l0rphed t hrough 
its inscription by a therapeutic discourse. A current goal is to support po­
tential abductees, to let them know that they are not alone. As Hopkins 
makes clear, anyone is a potential abductee. Results from a 1992 poll con­
ducted by the Roper OrganiZlltion suggest that 2 percent of the American 
public have probably been abducted by aliens, a percentage that translates 
into roughly 3,700,000 adu l ts.~ Forrunately, approximately twenty ab­
ductee support groups are now available throughom the country.1lO 

The turn to abduction has reformatted the UFO discourse. Truth 
claims previously made in scientific and legal languages are expressed in a 
famili ar hegemonic therapemic discourse. The language and practice of 
therapy, moreover, have given UFOs and aliens a legitimacy in mainstream 
circles that they previously laded. Arguments in the psychology commu­
nity over abduction memoril'S seem but a variation of the debates around 
h lse-memory syndrome. Accounts of alien abduction can now claim to 
fu lfill established scientific criteria for truth on the basis of resemblance: 
they look like other accounts of improbable events defended through psy­
chological evidence. Now, because of therapy language, the wiOless counts. 
The wiDiess can enter into the scientific discourse as a participant whose 
words carry with them the presumption t hat they will be! heard. The wit­
ness speaks of her own experience, using this experience as itself the autho­
rization to speak. Put somewhat differently, because of the link to therapy 
culrure, ufology has been able to defend more successfully the credibility of 
the witness. Therapy language enables the wiDiesS to appeal to experience 
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without having to establish in advance the reality of that experience. Per­
ception btcomts reality. 

At the Abduction Study Conference held at MJT in 1992, researcher­
therapist John Carpenter constructed a parallel with incest and sexual 
abuse, saying: "Way back, if you reported that was happening in your fam­
ily, you were called crazy - you were disbelie\'ed. Now it seems rampant. 
The truth is, it was hidden, and everyone talks about it now."81 Similarly, 
relying on an analogy with battered-child syndrome, sociologist Ron 
Westrum argues that the abduction phenomenon is a hidden event, some­
thing widespread, significant, but highly underreponed. The link Wes­
trum makes between abduction and child abuse enables him to construct a 
stage sequence for the social recognition of anomalous events and to ex­
plain why most scientists reject t he \'ery possibility of alien abduction. He 
writes: "Again and again, during the first two stages, one will find that sup­
posed 'expertS' in academia are: a) ignorant, b) unaware of their ignorance, 
and c) contributing to the inhibition of reporting. "82 

The juridical-political credibility of ufology has also been reconfigured 
through the installation of therapy language. On the one hand, the stress 
on therapy brings with it "reco'lery movement" connotations of personal 
acceptance and self-transformation. H ere, the abduction experience is an 
individual maucr that might be discussed in group therapy, not a political 
concern. Nonetheless, some abduction therapists inscribe their treaonem 
techniques "'lith a rights language. Legal discourse becomes law talk, a set 
of useful metaphors for a legalistic culture. Talking law, the abductees 
reenter the political discourse that excluded UFO wirnesses in the fifties 
and sixties. For example, drawing from her work with an attorney who had 
difficulty overcoming his "mental blocks regarding 'talking about aliens'" 
(blocks caused by the aliens' usual injunction to secrecy), Jean Byrne sug­
gests that alxluctees understand "the 'Corporate Veil' analogy and realize 
[hat the same principles apply to alien information" and "the 'Clean Hands 
Doco-ine' which is one of the eight principles of equity."~J She explains 
that the "corporate veil" is used to shield officers in a corporation when the 
corporation is sued. If the corporation has failed to comply with its own 
rules, the person bringing [he suit can "'pierce the corporate veil" and hold 
the wTOngdoers personaUy liable. She writes: "We may allege that alien visi­
tors are breaking commonly recognized rules of ethical behavior by harm­
ing humans. Their very acts of rule-breaking, therefore, remove from 
around them any protective ethical veil which may have existed."1K The 
"Clean Hands Doco-inc" refers to the common-law idea that a person 
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on therapy brings with it "reco'lery movement" connotations of personal 
acceptance and self-transformation. H ere, the abduction experience is an 
individual maucr that might be discussed in group therapy, not a political 
concern. Nonetheless, some abduction therapists inscribe their treaonem 
techniques "'lith a rights language. Legal discourse becomes law talk, a set 
of useful metaphors for a legalistic culture. Talking law, the abductees 
reenter the political discourse that excluded UFO wirnesses in the fifties 
and sixties. For example, drawing from her work with an attorney who had 
difficulty overcoming his "mental blocks regarding 'talking about aliens'" 
(blocks caused by the aliens' usual injunction to secrecy), Jean Byrne sug­
gests that alxluctees understand "the 'Corporate Veil' analogy and realize 
[hat the same principles apply to alien information" and "the 'Clean Hands 
Doco-ine' which is one of the eight principles of equity."~J She explains 
that the "corporate veil" is used to shield officers in a corporation when the 
corporation is sued. If the corporation has failed to comply with its own 
rules, the person bringing [he suit can "'pierce the corporate veil" and hold 
the wTOngdoers personaUy liable. She writes: "We may allege that alien visi­
tors are breaking commonly recognized rules of ethical behavior by harm­
ing humans. Their very acts of rule-breaking, therefore, remove from 
around them any protective ethical veil which may have existed."1K The 
"Clean Hands Doco-inc" refers to the common-law idea that a person 
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without having to establish in advance the reality of that experience. Per­
ception btcomts reality. 

At the Abduction Study Conference held at MJT in 1992, researcher­
therapist John Carpenter constructed a parallel with incest and sexual 
abuse, saying: "Way back, if you reported that was happening in your fam­
ily, you were called crazy - you were disbelie\'ed. Now it seems rampant. 
The truth is, it was hidden, and everyone talks about it now."81 Similarly, 
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thing widespread, significant, but highly underreponed. The link Wes­
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bringing legal action cannot be guilty of wrongdoing but must "come into 
coun with 'dean hands.'" The idea is that aliens have dirtied their hands 
by mistreating humans; so, ag3in, they deserve whatever response from 
humans that they get. 

On the other hand, the merging of legal and therapeutic languages, like 
the convergence with ideas of scientific proof, permits the construction of 
imagined associations, equivalences, and unities between alien alxluction 
and issues of harm that have been central to some feminist, anriracist, and 
queer politics. Stressing the widespread denial of alxluction and the gov· 
ernment's likely complicity in a cover·up, Westrum concludes: "Consider 
how badly we have handled the AIDS problem and you will get some 
idea of what is likely to happen with alxluctions."8! Also concerned with 
"government cover~up, surveillance and conspiracy," Mack recounts the 
discussions from his suppon group and their concerns with future orga· 
nization and planning. He writes: "This includes the beginning realil.a· 
tion that the patronizing, cynical attitude of some media shows and cov· 
erage, including the panicipation of a hostile debunker (usually called a 
'skeptic') on a program, constitutes a human rights violation of an au~ 
thentic minority."86 

The construction of alien alxluction in the hegemonic discourses of sci­
ence, law, and therapy has brought the alien home. Cold War security re· 
qui red keeping the alien out. Letting it in, as the alxluction researchers rec· 
ognize, means no more security, no more protection, no sense of control 
over our own technological achievements. Indeed, this is precisely the feel· 
ing the alien icon clicks onto. \¥hen there is no difference between "our" 
discourse and an alien discourse, the fugicivity of truth is just a sign of the 
times. We can't even know what our discourse is - and nOt because we 
don't know who "we" are, but because we can't teU when or if we are speak~ 
ing the same language. Ironically, the consequences of the truth of alien ab· 
duction are effected simply through the discursive inclusion of the alien. 

Allen Logics 

The shift in political context has enabled the alien to break out of the 
UFO subculture and serve as a repository for posonodern anxieties. The 
fugitivity of truth is now a problem for all of us. No longer related to pop. 
ular cultures' marginal discourses. or even confined to peripheral discus· 
sions in philosophy and political theory. tbe fugitivity of truth is a fact of 
life in the techno-global information age. The concerns of ufology, its wor· 

right 
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ries about evidence and credibility, about whom to trust and whom to be­
lieve, arc the concerns of the rest of us. Thcy are a concenrrated version of 
the fucts and pseudofacts of life at the millennium. 

For some the collapse in categories ushers in a new age of expanded pos­
sibilities. The real opens up to include virtually anything. The only ques­

rion is finding the right search engines, the best techniques - hypnosis, 
meditation, Hot Bot, smart drugs, warp drive - for accessing it. For oth­
ers the lack of certainty means insecurity, an insecurity countered primar­
ily through trust. Finding truth depends on finding someQne [Q trust, 
someone to believe. And here again, in seemingly endless recursion, appear 
the category wars: What are the criteria for credibility? During his live 

broadcast from Area 51, Nevada, Larry King asked: "How much stock do 
you put in the word of your feUow man? This is the central question of the 
UFO debate." Incredible, the alien implicatcs everyone in conspiracies [Q 

produee and suppress, reveal and deny an always fugiti\'e truth. 

Through its construction of the problem of truth as a question of credi­
bilit}" the UFO discourse incorporates the reflexivity and skepticism lauded 
as signs of the rationali ty and rightness of science and law. Because it adopts 

the very practices that excluded it, the UFO discourse has always depended 
on the skeptic, critic, debunker. When C a.rI Sagan ma.kes the effort of writ­
ing scveral hundred pages to discredit reports o f alien abduction, he con­

firms the importance of the phenomenon. Moreover, because the skeptic 
enters into dialogue, engaging in a discussion about the truth of flying 
saucers and a hybrid hwnan-alien breeding project, the discourse itself is 
confirmed as open and reflexive. 

Admittedly, the UFO discourse is highly clastic, occupying a variety of 

registers and positions. But containing, binding, or policing these various 
registers is one of the ways the discourse replicates "real" science and es­

tablishes its own objectivity. Although UFO researchers are often derided 
for their infighting, the factionalism in ufology is no more dramnic than in 
standard academic disciplines. Mainstream science separates itself from the 
discourse around UFOs. Serious ufologists distance themsclves from oon­
tactees, channclers, hoaxsters, and "nut cases." For them, the point is not 
to establish the undeniability of extraterrestrials hovering over small Mid­
western towns. Rather, it is to involve scientists and the government and 

public in a serious investigation of anomalous phenomena and experiences. 
Some of the themes from MUFON's annual symposia announce ufology's 
relation to science: "UFOs: A Scientific Challenge" (1983); "UFOs: Be­
yond the Mainstream of Science" (1986); "UroLOGY: The Emergence o f a 
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the very practices that excluded it, the UFO discourse has always depended 
on the skeptic, critic, debunker. When C a.rI Sagan ma.kes the effort of writ­
ing scveral hundred pages to discredit reports o f alien abduction, he con­

firms the importance of the phenomenon. Moreover, because the skeptic 
enters into dialogue, engaging in a discussion about the truth of flying 
saucers and a hybrid hwnan-alien breeding project, the discourse itself is 
confirmed as open and reflexive. 
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tablishes its own objectivity. Although UFO researchers are often derided 
for their infighting, the factionalism in ufology is no more dramnic than in 
standard academic disciplines. Mainstream science separates itself from the 
discourse around UFOs. Serious ufologists distance themsclves from oon­
tactees, channclers, hoaxsters, and "nut cases." For them, the point is not 
to establish the undeniability of extraterrestrials hovering over small Mid­
western towns. Rather, it is to involve scientists and the government and 

public in a serious investigation of anomalous phenomena and experiences. 
Some of the themes from MUFON's annual symposia announce ufology's 
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New Science" (1993); "UFO LOGY: A Scientific Paradigm (1995); and, more 
hesitatingly, "UFOLOGY: A Scientific Enigma" (I9¢). 

The reflexh>ity of the UFO discourse, its critical and self-critical prac­
tices, helps ufology reassure itself of its own rationality. The 1992 confer­
ence at MJT fearured a variety of perspectives on alien abduction. Papers 
addressed topics such as the reliability of memories obtained through hyp­
nosis, psychological and sociological explanations for abduction, children's 
experiences wi th aliens and UFOs, and cross-culrural patterns in abduc­
tion. Many participants were concerned with cst<lblishing a cOOc of ethics 
that would set out the differences between therapy and investigation and 
thereby help therapists in their work \\>ith abductees. Throughout the con­
ference, experts and abductees alike raised questions and cri ticisms. 

The Journal of UFO Studits stresses its "ordinariness." Like other aca­
demic journals, it employs a "double-blind, double-referee system of pre­
viewing articles submitted fo r possible publication." Its editorial board in­
cludes academics from McGill, Temple, Eastern Michigan. and Utah Stare 
universities. The editor explains: 

We hope to publish only articles of quality, issues forums of expert opin­
ion and professionalism, and literature reviews of intelligence and in­
sight. \Ve hope to be objective. disciplined. and rigorous. We welcome 
9.11 viewpoinrs which can meet those standards, and, in flIct, will attempt 
w actively recruit valued scholars of disparate positions for forums and 
research articles. We consequently hope to offend no one, either due to 
our will ingness to pursue all legitimate views and hypotheses, or due to 
our rejection of manuscripts when they do not rise to academic stan­
dards. Please forgive us our objectivity and rigor for without these two 
characteristics nothing "scientific" is worth the name.S1 

Recent issues of the journal include a metallurgical analysis of an alleged 
UFO fragment found in Brazil in 1957 (inCQndusive), a study of 347 draw­
ings of imagined UFOs by Swiss children, a report of a psychological study 
testing the fantasy-proneness of alxluctees, and discussion fora on alien ab­
ductions and on the "tectonic stress theory" of UFO sightings. Many ar­
ticles have accompanying graphs, charts, tables, and statistical analyses. 
Participants in the fora respond to and criticize one another's findings and 
results. Skeptics appear regularly. 

Similarly, in Sdmet and tbt UFO!, Jenny Randles and Peter Warrington 
try to seduce "serious" scientists into UFO research by criticizing CQn­
tactees and sloppy, unscientific approaches to UFOs. Lamenting the "Dark 
Ages" of urology, they blame irs practioners, seeing them as "people whose 
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motivations for involvement are not pure enough, whose methods are not 
ethical enough, and whose standards of performance are not good enough 
for their work to be taken more seriously."Sli To remedy these problems 
and produce serious researchers (via seduction and fabrication), they argue, 
ufology needs "higher standards," "a code of practice," and "'self-regulation 
of one's work."89 By becoming like "real" science, ufology will attracr it 
and, in effect, merge with it. Its findings, as well as those who find them, 
will acquire legitimacy. Randles and Warrington displace attention from 
the credibility of UFO wimesses by working to establish the credibility of 
UFO researchers. The researchers' purity and discipline, something that 
can be controlled, will supplement the unconuollability of UFO reports. 

\NItat is so unsettling about Randles and Watrington's argument is its 
matter-of-facmess. With such an argument they employ the tools of rea­
son to produce what mainstream science considers nonreason. They erase 
the difference between the two. Put somewhat differently, the language of 
science may be the same, bur the fucts and feelings, the alien information, 
resist assimilation into the categories of mainstream thought, exposing the 
very instability of those categories. 

One strand of the UFO discourse rcfuscs the criteria of hegemonic sci­
ence. Perhaps because he is already credentialed through his position at 
Harvard, John Mack views the abduction phenomenon as striking at the 
heart of the Western scientific paradigm. Citing a conversation with his 
longtime friend Thomas Kuhn, Mack explains that Kuhn helped him 
understand that OUf current scientific worldview "had come to assume the 
rigidity of a theology, and that this belief system was held in place by the 
SmJcrures, categories, and polarities of language, such as real/unreal, exists/ 
does not exist, objective/subjective, intrapsychic world/external world, and 
happened/did not happen."90 For Mack, scientific criteria and standards 
delimit tOO narrowly the domain of [he intelligible. \¥hat is required is a 
shift, a new Copernican revolution. He uses tbe idea of a "politics of on­
tology" to explain resistance to tbe shift in worldview necessary if we are to 
acrept alien mJth, stressing the disjunction between the Uunderground of 
popular knowledge about the world and the universe" and the opinions en­
couraged by elite, officia' "'arbiters of reality." Mack thinks that "it is really 
going to be interesting to see when the official mainstream, the small per­
centage of elites that determine what we arc supposed to think is real, wake 
up to the fuct that the consensus view of reality is gone."91 Nonetheless, as 
he defends the reality of abductees' experiences, Mack tends to employ 
conventional scientific criteria, challenging the skeptic to explain the en­
tirety of the abduction phenomenon.91 
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Installed as practices for producing a knowledge that science disavows, 
heretofore reasonable procedures take an alien form. As the criteria fo r le­
gitimacy are themselves abducted, the mainstream, the serious, t he con­
ventional, and the real become suspect. Not only does the UFO discourse 
cite scientific standards of object.ivity, impartiality, critical debate, and 
consideration of alternative hypotheses, it also provides a location for the 
redeploymenr of t hese standards against instirutionalized science. From 
within the UFO discourse, hegemonic science appears too preoccupied 
with securing government fund ing, maintaining authoritative reputations, 
and defending its own paradigm of reali ty. What distinguishes the pub­
licly acceptable and formerly NASA-funded SETI (Search fo r Extrater­
restrial lntelligcnce) from UFO research - a poinr made clear in the 1997 
film Contact? At the MIT conference, in response to a paper on SE1l 
by a Boston University physics professor, someone asked: "Is it mle ... 
that after )2 years of search, and the expenditure of over $100,000,000 

already, }'OU [SETI] have zero dau? Have you got one piece of positive 
evidence to support your hypothesis? \¥hat I'm trying to do, sir, is to con­
trast your budget with ours, which is zero, your amount of data with our 
data. Would you be willing to share some of your $100,000,000 with our 
UFO researchers?'"'' Stanton Friedman, a nuclear physicist who earns his 
living lecturing on UFOs, regularly castigates mainstream 3c:ldemic wri t­
ings on UFOs as "unscientific and often based on bias and prejudice 
rather than reason and logic. " 94 Criticizing Menzel and Ta\'es's Tht UFO 
Enigma, Friedman finds that "the attirude is very much holier than thou 
from the lofty perch of Harvard," that the book is "fiction in the guise of 
science, irrationality in the guise of reason and logic," and that the over­
all method of argument invoh'es "misrepresentation, positive and negative 
name calling, omissions of fact, character assassination, guilt by associa­
tion, etc." 9$ 

In an essay formulated through the languages of science, law, and ther­
apy, Budd Hopkins details the misrepresentations and selective editing in a 
Nova television special, "Kidnapped by Aliens?" for which he had provided 
suppan and information.96 Finding the title lurid, and the opening se­
quence sensationalist, he says that the show's tabloid style and mangling of 
the mlth indic:lte that Nova "has abandoned its right to be thought of as ei­
ther objective, balanced, or scientific." From Hopkins's perspective as an 
abduction researcher, the show W'3S "a polemic having nothing to do with 
scientific investigation." In an extensive discussion of Carl Sagan's role in 
the Nova report, Hopkins writes: 

JPYngh\ 
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Typk-aUy, on a shuw fillcd with hu:;tilc authority figures having Iitde or 
no acquaintance with the data, astronomer Carl Sagan said that he be­

lieved all abduction accounts are delusions or hallucinations ... . \NIlat 

evidence docs Dr. Sagan, for example, present to buttress his sweep­
ing - and to t he abductees - damning indicttllellt or their ability to 

separate fantasy from reality? None. None whatsoeVer. For a man re­
garded within popular culture as a kind of "Pope of Science" to offer such 
a wholesale denigration of UFO abductees with no supporting evidence 
is worse than irresponsible. In the psychological literature, there is only 
one report of an in-depth, blind srndy of the mental health of abduct­
ees . .. and it shows that Dr. Sagan's opinion is totally insupportable.97 

Hopkins stresses the credibility of abductees, linking the bravery of those 
who agreed to appear on Nova with "the way a few rape victims will also 
come forwa rd publicly, despite potential humiliation." He concludes that 
Nova "tampered with evidence and intimidated futu re wirnesscs."98 
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cach other as intellecrually recalcitrant. Since neither sidc is convinccd, 
cach denies thc qualifications of the other even to panicipate in thc (:on­
versation. Each is vicwcd as "not susceptible to reasoned argumcnt" or 
"srubbornly resistant to it." 101 This similarity is prccisely the problcm. T he 
UFO discourse uses the languages of scicnce, law, and therapy to link itself 
to reAexivity, skepticism, and objcctivity. Thus, these markers of intelligi­
bility themselves become alien. 

Of course, in cvcryday life the lines between talk of UFOs and talk of, 
say, dinosaurs, asteroids, or charmed quarks are not so blurred. UFOs bear 
a stigma. Harvard investigated John Mack more than a year after hc 
started working on alien alxluction. To my great interest, colleagues have 
jokingly rcfcrred to my own research as "white trash studies." A common 
(though mistaken, classist, and elitist) view is that peoplc who believe in 
UFOs are poor, uneducated, white, and usually American . Poll dat2 sug­
gests otherwise. 

Ironically, the very stigma makes UFOs and alien alxluction seductivc, 
transgressive. Those of us attracted to left-wing causes, to critical positions 
against political, governmental, and corporate authorities, or maybe just to 
underdogs in gcneral may fcel at home in ufology. In July 1997, Roswell, 
New Mexico, celebrated the fiftieth annivcrsary ofthc saucer crash. Thou­
sands o f tourists and hundreds of reporters crowded into the desert town 
to sec a science fiction film festiva l, hear a host of famous speakers includ­
ing Budd Hopkins, Stanton Friedman, and John Mack, tour the crash sitc, 
and enter COntcsts for alien costumes and saucer designs. Shortly before, on 
June 14, apparently just in time to spoil the fun , the Air Force released yet 
another report on how the saucer was a balloon and how there weren't any 
alien bodies. As Timr magazine explains, thc Air Force explanation details 
experiments "that involved dropping dummies from high-altitude balloons 
to srudy the results of the impact. Witnesses' descriptions of the 'aliens,' 
the Air Force notes, closely match the characteristics of the dummies: 
Ji ft. to 4 ft. call, bluish skin coloration, and no ears, hair, eyebrows or eye­
lashes." I(lJ \¥by would the Air Force have thrown dummies out of bal­
loons? It sounds like the beginning of a bad - incredibly bad -joke. 

Following its initial broadcast of "Kidnapped by Aliens? " Nuva aired a 
special on class-action suits against makers of silicon breast implants. The 
experts occupied the same discursive position in each show. 1lte women 
seeking redress for the suffering they had undergone because o f the breast 
implants took the place of the abductees. An article on the Potential dan­
gers of silicon breast implants, in the magazine New Womnn, has sections 
entitled "The Politics of Paranoia" and "Paranoid - or Right?" The au-
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thor takes a skcptkal approach to the dnims of implant manufacrurcrs and 
newspapers such as the WIlli Strut ]aurna/, reminding women of a long his­

tory of commercial and pharmaceutical failures to ensure that products, 

su!;h as thalidomidt (which t1luStd dtfOrfnities when preM:ribed for morn­
ing sickness) and DES (which increased the risk of cancer to the women 
who took it to avoid miscarriage and caused malformations in the repro­
ductive organs oftheir daughters), were safe for women.l04 

Clicking on the alien icon opens a window to contemporary confusion. 
The alien marks the way rational procedures produce irrarional results. It 

marks a dissolution of the boundaries of the intelligible so complete that 
any exclusion seems arbitrary, repressi\·e. As an icon of public acceptance 
of the fugitivity of truth, the alien has abducted the everyday to the extent 
that we no longer know when we speak different languages. When we see 
the alien, we abandon the presumption of common or public reason: some 
of us claim we are being taken up in spaceships and used in breeding ex­
periments; others of us, in the Air Force, claim we have thrown four-foot­

high dummies out of hot-air haUoons. Linked to harm and abuse of chil­
dren, racial, sexual, ethnic, and economic minorities, alien abduction 
renders action and politics suspeCt. The aliens have landed. Resistance is 
futile. 
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Space Programs 

No Place Uk. Home 

Although ostensibly about a l¢)os mission to the moon, the recent film 
Apollo I J is really about coming home in the 1990S. 1 The command mod­
ule is named the Odyssry and, like other road-trip epics, Apollo I ] begins and 

ends at home. At first the travelers want to get away; by the end, they ap­
preciate the importance of staying where they arc. Z Their journey is a se­
ries of obstacles to be overcome; through this overcoming, the travelers 

forge new understandings and relationships. They also get much better 
television coverage. 

The "coming home" narrative is established in the first appearance in the 
film of Jim Lovell, played by two-rime Academy Award winner Tom Hanks. 
Lovell is driving his red sporn car and bringing champagne home for the 
pany celebrating Neil Armstrong's televised waiL: on the moon.) Of the 

right 
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vuiolll waYl in which an !mphlllil on home i! builr into roc film, JlCrhJp! 
the most significant is the repeated use of television and the emphasis on 

NASA's fixation with it. The first voice heard in the film is Waher Cronkite 
as he recounts the fire that kllled asO'onauts Gus Grissom, Ed White, and 
Roger Chaffee during a test of Apollo I . We witness Armstrong's first steps 

on the moon through the eyes of the guests at Lovell's party as they mltch 

Cronkite's telecast. Most of the updates we receive on the progress and 
problems facing ApolkJ 1 J we Ie:!.rn from television news repom. 

Television, these images remind us, is as viral [Q the space program as 
it is to the American home. A challenge confronting the movie's writers 
and director was how to make a story exciting when the ending is already 
known. By having film viewers reenact the familiar role of television 
viewer - that is, by letting the audience get information in a common way, 
through television, a way that repeats how some audience members can be 
expected to have connected with the space program from the outset- ,h, 
film makes the action real. It simulates the experience of wimessing the 

news on television. It positions the audience in its comfortable role as 
citizen-spectators. If the simulation is good enough, the conditioned re­

sponse should occur: increased interest and apprehension cushioned by a 
connection with the familiar and the everyday. In other words, the con­

nection with television could enable an ideal audience to worry about get­

ting home and share in a longing for the safety of home at the same time. 
As the film makes clear, however, television is a PR headache for NASA. 

Through Dick Cavett's monologue, it informs the audience that the 

A/M/w 13 launch was watched by 3 million fewer viewers than had wimessed 
AJWlw 11. None of the major networks carries NASA's live telecast from the 
spacecraft. Major Nelson and Major Healy, on I Drrnm ofJranie, were astro­

nauts in a much funnier program that aired at the same time. Spaceflight had 
become too routine, too boring. Indeed, it was so routine thaleven the quin­
tcssentiallaunch wimess, the astronaut's wife, didn't plan to altend. A NASA 
official explains to Marilyn Lovell (Kathleen Quinlan) that the networks 
"say we make going to the moon about as exciting as a trip to Pittsburgh." 

Trips to the moon aren't news. NASA's focus, like the film's , is on the 

audience at home as it attempts to imerest them in spaceflight by connect­
ing it with everyday life. This link, however, reinforces the sense that space 
is no longer special. The astronauts go on with their planned telecast, act­
ing for the cameras; NASA doesn't tell them that they aren't really "on the 
air." Fred Haise (Bill Paxton) plays pop music and downs around. Jack 
Swigert (Kevin Bacon) mentions his tax problems, something that makes 
him just like everybody else. Lovell concludes that "between Jack's back 
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Transmitted image of Apollo I I moon walk (NASA) 

taxes and the Fred Haise show, I'd say we had a pretty successful broad­
cast." He doesn't know that it didn't happen. It wasn't on television. T here 
weren't any witnesses. It might as well not have occurred at all. 

The film's interest in the problem of television contributes to the very 
domestication of space travel that put the Apollo program in jeopardy. It 
does so through an emphasis on urine.4 Early in the film, Lovell is shown 
conducting a tour of the Vehicle Assembly Building at Cape Canaveral. 
When a curious though embarrassed woman asks how astronauts pee in 

space, Lovell sidesteps an answer with a joke about stopping at the nearest 
gas station. Soon after Apollo r 3 is on its way to the moon, however, Lovell 
appears fumbling with his relief tube. He notes that it's a shame this can't 
be shown on television; Haise admires the sparkling beauty of Lovell's 
"constellation urine" (pronounced to rhyme with Orion) as he dumps the 
urine into space. What can be shown on TV is limited. If NASA wanted to 
construct outerspace as a public space, one fit for the television viewing au­
dience of the 1960s, Ron Howard seems more attuned to the possibilities 
of a privatized outerspace, one that allows for the more earthy concerns 
expressed in the nineties. 

64 Aliens in America 
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\oVhat is shown on television, of course, is what the fi lm takes as its pri­
mary action: the disastrous siruation of the astronauts. NASA jumps at the 
opportunity for more 'TV coverage as t.he networks clamor for information 
about the imperiled flight. As the film makes clear, however, the grab for 
media anention is accompanied by an increase in deception, by a problem 
of trust. Once ApolltJ 11's troubles begin, NASA worries over what to tell 
the public. While watching an early television report on the explosion, 
Marilyn tries to get information from the agency, yelling into the phone, 
"Don't give me that NASA bullshit." As the situation on the craft worsens, 
Swigert starts to voice his paranoia about NASA's failure to give thcm a 
reentry plan. The agency, he suspects, knows that they are coming in tOO 
shallow to get back. Instead, they will slcip out over the aunosphcre, flying 
back into space, never to rcnltn. Although Haisc and Lovell don't want to 

hcar it, Swigert's suspicions that NASA won't be frank with them are con­
fi rmed near the end of the film. As reentry is under way, the flight director 
Gene Krantz (Ed Harris, who played John Glenn in the film version of Tht 
Right StulJ) is informed that the craft is indeed shallowing. He replies that 
if nothing can be done about it, there is no need to tell the astronauts. 

Since the astronauts do rerurn home, these paranoid moments quickly 
fade. After ali, none of them was actually on television, so none of them re­
ally happened. They were effects of television, of NASA's tele\~sua[ under­

standing of space and spaceflight, but effects easy to lose sight of. What is 
less easy to lose sight of - indeed, what the film pays explicit attention to, 
especially in these paranoid moments - are other locations of power and 
agency in the space program. Most of the action takes place behind the 
scenes, behind the screens. The fi lm makes tcchnological work, and gecks, 
thrilling. As one of the dashing astronauts serving as "CAPCOM" says 
to a bespectacled enginccr, "You, sir, are a steely-eyed missile man." The 
action is not in outcrspace, not in telcvisual public space, but on earth, at 
home. And this nonteievisual and hence private home is not the site of 
1900s astronaut longing, but of 1990S techno-awareness.5 

Revenge Of the Nerds 

These days, when the release of a new computer operating system elic­
its the media frenzy usually reserved for Hollywood openings-or im­
periled spacecraft - this technological locus of action isn't surprising. 
America's new heroes - or those who savvy public relations folks offer up 
as such - are techno-geeks, computer guys, Steve Jobs, Bill Gates. At 
times, the technology displaces the hero or, in more cyborgian versions, [he 
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rwo merge. This is a common science-fiction theme.6 Its appearance in 
mainstream news magazines, however, is not so common. 

In aJanuary 1997 Timr cover anide on Gates, Walter Isaacson describes 
his "search for evidence about the soul that underlies Bill Gates' intellec­
tual operating system. '" Isaacson writes: 

Part of what males him so enigmatic is the nature of his intellect. Wan­
der the Microsoft grounds, press the Bill button in conversation and 
hear it described in computer terms: he has "incredible processing 
power" and "unlimited bandwidth," an agility at "parallel processing" 
and "multitaslcing." Watch him at his desk, and you see what they mean. 

He works on two computers, one with four frames that sequence data 
streaming in from the Internet, the other handling the hundreds of E­
mail messages and memos that extend his mind into a net\\.·ork. He can 
be so rigorous as he processes data that one can imagine his mind may 
indeed be digital: no sloppy emotions or analog fuzziness, JUSt trillions 
of binary impulses coolly converting input into correct answers.s 

Gates is not simply the personification of his company, Microsoft. Gates is 
a computer, and one without a particularly user-friendly internce. How is 
it that such a man can be positioned as an American hero, an ideal or goal 
toward which some of us, the best o f us, might be compelled to strive? 

The easy answer is SZ5 billion. In 1997 Bill Gates is by fur the richest 
man in the world. But that answer is tOO easy. The unfathomably rich have 
never had a lock on America's heroic imaginings. Few would put Warren 
Buffet at the top of their hero listS. It is also tOO easy to dismiss Gates's sta­
tus as simply an effect o f corporate power, of the celebration of wealth that 
has barely subsided since the Reagan years, of the rise in corporate profits 
and Stoclc: prices amidst blue- and white-collar downsizing and "outsOurc­
ing," of a pervasive ideology of wealth [hat derides poverty as a moral fail ­
ing. That doesn't war!.:: since there are, after all , athletes and pop stars and 
supcrmodels who mO\'e in and out of the celebrity space that substitutes for 
heroes. who give us our "hero lite." How did we get to a time and place 
where our heroes are indistinguishable from our technology, where it is bad 
to be a space cadet, but good to be a rocl et scientists? How did we get to a 
point where outerspace no longer suggests action, excitement, and adven­
ture, where the real hope is to come home? 

To answer this question I look in this chapter at the televisual produc­

tion of the astronaut, at NASA's construction o f space and its explore.rs 
before an audience, domestic and global. A major difference between the 
cultural imaginings of the sixties and those of the nineties is in the language 
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used to express hope and longing, in the images chosen for envisioning the 
future. Until the late sixties, encouraged by governmental efforts to gen· 
crate supjXlrt for space exploration, popular and news media used space 
imagery to symbolize progress 2nd achievement. The I¢4 World's Fair 
hosted in New York celebrated space with a "Lunar Founrain," the "Foun· 
rain of the Planets," and the "Unisphere."9 At decade's cnd, evcn Lift mag· 
azine's Loudon Wainright, the space enthusiast who had covered the Mer­
cury and Gemini programs, found it difficult to get excited about the initial 
launch for the moon. Re jXlrring from Cape Kennedy in July 1m, he 
writes: "The almost monotonous success of the flights before the Grissom 
tragedy has evolved to ncar perfection with the AjXl lJo flights since. Of 
course, that's a fact worth anybody's deep gratitude, but precision has a way 
of dehumanizing ad\'enrure, e\'en if the destination is a pieee of the moon 
when a man will stand. Thanks to this technology, we Imrrw we will see a 
fantastic view. Anything is possible and most of its is predictable to the 
millisecond." ·o By ' 979 ABC News could air a television special com· 
memorating the tenth anniversary of the moon landing, "Infinite Hori­
zons: To the Year 1000 and Above," asking what had become of the space 
euphoria that charncterized the heyday of the program in the early sixties. 
Launch Pad 19 at Cape Canaveral is shown abandoned, decrepit, pad­
locked; "a ghost town on the frontie r," suggests the narrator. The science 
fiction writer Ray Bradbury worries that we have lost interest in space. The 
show assures viewers that this is not me case, emphasizing the practical 
benefits of space travel: namely, hener communication technologies, wrist 
radios and satellites, and, best of all, television itself. 

Today space provides a neat interactive \-Veb site, great movie location, 
a neat bunch of opjXlrtunities for aliens hoping to reinvigorate their gene 
pools. NASA space, the scientific space established as that which would be 
explored, conquered, and colonized, the object of human surveillance and 
camrol. is likely to he the butt of jokes, condescended to, affectionately re­
membered. but nothing serious. The Pathfinder mission is fun, complete 
with tie-in products like the Sojournrr rover. Of course, there aren't any ac­
tion figures . In itS list of the best media momentS of 1996. the electronic 
journal Fud commends Mars for "Best Career Rehabilitation": 

Funny how all the slathering talk about cyberspace reduces the real 
thing to an overworked metaphor. As recently as the early '80s, outer­
space unleashed billions of dollars of federal funds; wretched screen 
plays for space thrillers routinely got the red light; and inter-planetary 
blood baths turned mere actors into teen idols .... Now "space" looks 

upvr "tiO" 
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more like faded wallpaper, background texture for cyberslackers' caf­
feinated dramas (or lack thereof). That is until scientists found a bit of 
crud on a rock which proved to be (very likely) a Martian fossil. ... And 
like most it-girls Mars owes its newfound fame to television. For with­
out Hubble photos on the evening news, Mars would have remained just 
another bit player in lD4 .11 

In the nineties, supported by prominent politicians and drh'en by the mar­
ket, Itthnological innovations enabling rapid, widespread conmlunication, 
as well as access to information, entertainment, and virtual experiences, 
have opened up new possibilities for envisioning the next millennium. The 
Internet - even or especially in the context of the Mars Patbfindtr mis­
sion - has come to stand for the future. In this chapter, I locate the hopes 
pinned on cyberspace in a context produced by NASA. 

In the process, I show how space lost its connection with achievement 
and power, with the best and the brightest, and came to be linked with pas­
sivity and the mundane because all these elements werc already there, al­
ready part of astronaut imagery and NASA's space vocabulary from the 
program's early days. Now, rather than excitement and adventure, the per­
functory dimension of space are ascendent. I disagree with Constance Pen­
ley's reading of the position of NASA in American popular culture. Penley 
claims that NASA remains "a repository for utopian meanings." J1 I argue 
that the positive associations with the space program prevalent in the six­
ties have been transferred to computers and networked communications 
technologies. 'What made the Patbfi"drr mission to Mars exciting was not 
space or space travel, since nobody actually went to Mars. The thrill is in 
the cheap interactive technology. 

So although space imagery was always complex and contradictory, the 
dominant meanings of outcrspace, the ideas associated with space and 
space travcl, have changed since t he sixties. Previously space was linked 
with the :Jgency of the astronaut; it now connotes the passivity of the audi­
ence who wimessed the "conquest" of space on television or, more fright­
eningly, the horrors of the Cballrngrr or of the aliens invading our homes 
and bedrooms. The culrural stress had been on escaping [he confines of 
eanh; now it 's on finding wal'S to stay home - which is exactly what the 
Putbfi.nder mission accomplished. With the Internet, we bring everything 
to us, withoUi ever h:Jving to go anywhere. We can act and waKh at the 
same time. And, we can watch and sec more than what the government 
produces for our consumption. We can see most anything we like. 

\Nhy risk an unsafe and alien environment, when you can blast off imo 
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cyberspace~ Look at the poor cosmonauts trapped on MiT. that fall ing­
apart symbol of old-style spacc travel? Why should anyone have to endure 

the confines of a dangerous journey when the effect of venturing ontO the 

Net is virruaiiy the same; break the con~nes of an earthmy body, ecl;pse 
time and space, discover what's out there, get new information. And, best 
of all, this rime more than a handful of us get [Q participate. Wired: 

Pllthfimkr; tired: MiT. Some of t he justifications arc the same, as well. 

"There in space lies more knowledge, more data fo r pure research," an­
nounces a Lift edi[Qrial in 1959.IJ "Information wants to be free!" scream 
wired, blue-ribboned, black-screened, libertarian Netizens. Mercury as­

tronaut Gordon Cooper's description of zero gravity, "a freedom man has 
been striving for over the ccnruries-the ability to glide around with no 
effort," sounds like the hacker's dream of leaving the meat.l~ Trnveling via 
mouse and modem is safer, casier, and more democrntic than strapping a 
chosen few to the top of a rocket. We - a new "we" constiruted through 
our techno-savvy-can all roam the net, and never go anywhere at all. 

More than an analysis of languages of progress, my thinking about how 
techno-geeks came to occupy the heroic position of astronauts reflects on 
images of citizenship. From the beginning of the space program, the as­
tronaut was presented as a hero, as the best America had to offer. Part of 
the fascinarion of [he 3stron3ut h:lS 31w3YS heen this position 3S exempl3r, 
as acti\'e agent, as representative of action. At the same time NASA was 
producing its space program, however, it was also compiling a vision of the 
public. 1bc program was made to be watched. It requjred 3D audience, a 
credible witness. Someone had to attest to tbe giant leaps made for man­
kind. This public, then, also embodied a set of citizen-ideals, ideals of ap­
propriate witnessing and credible spectatorship, frequently at odds ...... ith 
those associated with the hero-astronaut. The astronaut's dependence on 
this assemblage of witnesses linked him with a tclevisual public. My argu­
mem is that even as NASA produced a straight, white, elite, male astronaut, 
the astronaut icon bec:luse of this dependence became invested with a host 
of other, al ien, meanings, contradictory and ambiguous meanings that in­
"ited questioning reflection on the very ideals NASA was attempting to in­
scribe on astronaut bodies, or at least space suits. 

Contempornry cyber-imaginings reproduce some of these meanings, 
playing a similar role in representations of what is left of citizenship as an 
identity or ideaL Like and indeed p3rt of the technological transformations 
that made spaceflight possible, those in computing and networked com­
munications effect more than a revisionrng of the active/passive, spectacle/ 
spectator binaries of astrOnautlaudicnce citizenship. They confront what it 
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is to be human. Precisely bcC:lUse the space age made possible a spec i es~ 

consciousness, made the idea ofbcing a citizen of the planet a fact of every~ 
day life for anyone with access to television, radio, or global communica~ 

tions media, it established the contours for the popular reRections on our 
experience of the human carried Out in and through cybcria. 

The astronaut does not simply reiterate a conception of citizenship 
known for its straight, white, dite masculinity. Rather, it functions as an 
icon for the tensions and ambivalence in contemporary notions of the c i ti~ 

zen: independent, national, and global; pi lot, projectile, and participant; 
explorer, alien, and cyborg. Interrogating the astronaut reveals tensions 
around control, technology, and agency. It makes visible the links between 
political spectacle and the audience installed as credible wimesses. The as~ 
tronaut is a site in popular culture where ideas of American power and the 
power of Americans can be explored. 

Under Allen Skies 

The National Aeronautics and Space Administration (NASA) was cre~ 
ated through the National Aeronautics and Space Act of 1958. This was 
not, however, creation ab nibilo. The new civilian agency was a renamed, 
reorganized, and refinanced version of a not too well funded child ofVlorid 

War I, the National Advisory Committee on Aeronautics (NACA). A1~ 

though itself a civilian agency. NACA in the late fifti es worked as an ad ­
junct to the mili tary and the Dep:nunent of Defense and, up \mtil the $0-

viet Union's successful launch of Spurnik in ' 957, it devoted little time or 
money to spaceflight. In the media frenzy around Spurnik, however, this 
was to change. Spurnik signaled Soviet technological superiority, or so it 
seemed. The world would now go to sleep under alien communist skies. 

Walter A. McDougall explains Spurnil: panic in terms of perceived 
threats to the legitimacy of American leadership in the post-World War n 
global order. This legitimacy rested on two premises, premises that, as we 
have seen, were contested in the UFO discourse: "first, the evident superi­
ority of American liberal institutions, not only in the spirirual realm of 

• 
freedom, but in the material re21m of prosperity; seoond, the overwhelm-
ing American superiority in the technology of mass destruction, shielding 
those under itS umbrella from external aggression."1S Launching Spumik 
meanr that the Soviets had the capacity to send long-range intercontinen­
tal ballistic missiles armed "ith nuclear weapons to American cities. More­
over, America had somehow fallen behind, hadn't noticed that the Soviets 
were catching up, thus suggesting t hat Americans' preoccupation with con-
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Missiall c01l11"01 (NASA) 

sumption (already ethically fragile in light of the still-recent Depression) 
might be at fault. As McDougall observes, reliance on the market, espe­
cially as it was "corrupted by consumerism," became suspect; the private 
sector seemed too disorganized and unruly to meet the challenge posed by 
centralized state and economic planning. 

The Democratic Party, and Senator Lyndon B. Johnson of Texas, capi­

talized o~ the media-enhanced Sputnik uproar. In need of an issue that 
would take some of the diyjsive heat away from the powder keg of segrega­
tion, Democratic strategists, already preoccupied with race, hit on the 

pace race. Johnson, ever ready for a political opportunity, used his position 
a Senate majority leader and chair of the Preparedness Subcommittee of 

the Senate Armed Seryjces Committee to hold hearings and investigations 
that put him at the forefront of efforts to increase the American presence 
in space. 16 At stake was nothing less than the safety and honor of Ameri­

cans and the American way. 
For Johnson, like many in politics and mainstream news media, Amer­

ica's space program had to reflect American ideals. If Soyjet efforts in space 
were military secrets, then America's would be open and public, a ciyjlian 
operation in the interests of peace. The U.S. program had to appear yjrtu­
ou , pursued for the sake of "freedom in space." 17 The deci ion to house 

American space efforts in a ciyjlian agency, then, was directly linked to 

Space Programs 7 I 
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AmeriC:l's political goals against the Soviets: only a civilian agency could 
convey this open, peaceful image. Image wasn't all, however. The decision 
to refubricate NACA was also influenced by "its long history of close and 
cordial cooperation with the military deparonents." 18 These military con­
nections rarely surfaced in open discussion, espedally after 1¢ I when Na-
1:ional Security Advisor McGeorge Bundy issued orders forbidding the Air 
Force from discussing or even mentioning U.S. spy satellites in mainstream 
newspape.rs and magllZincs. 19 

The decision to try to be the first country to land a man on the moon 
and rerum him safely to earth involved similar preoccupations with image, 
prestige, and audiencc.lO With the Bay of Pigs fiasoo, on the one hand, and 
the success ofYuri Gagarin's orbital flight, on the other, the new adminis­
tration of John F. Kennedy needed a way to OOost America's image. After 
Alan Shepard's successful suborbiral flight on May 5, I¢I , wirnessed by 
hundreds of reporters from around the globe and met with "a wave of 
national relief and pride" in the United States, an all-out effort to beat the 
SovietS to the moon seemed JUSt the thing. ~ 1 As Kennedy said in his speech 
before Congress on May 15, 1961 : 

Finally, if we arc to win the battle that is going on around the world be­
t>\'een freedom and tyranny. if we are to win the battle for men's minds, 
the dramatic achievements in space which occurred in recem weeks 
should have made clear to us all, as did the spurn;k in 1957, the impact 
of the adventure on the minds of men everywhere who are anempting 
to make a determination of which road they should take .... For while 
we cannot guarantee that we shall one day be first, we can guarantee that 
any failure to make this effort will find us last. We take an additional risk 
by making it in full view of the world - but as shown by the feat of As­

tronaut Shepard, this very risk enhances our stature when we are suc­
cessful .... We go into space because whatever mankind must undertake, 
free men must fully share.ll 

As with the founding impetus behind NASA, so tOO with the drive to the 
moon. 8mh linked [he achievements of American technology with Amer­
ica's capacity to lead and to act, with the values of freedom and democracy 
that America positioned itself as r epresenting. 

Staged CrecllblUty 

The American astronaut is the dynamic product of this theatrics of space 
as it played out in the United States during the Cold War. Because the rc-
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Copyrighted Material 

search, sc ience. and technology around space and space exploration were 
fabricat.ed into a "program." because space was figured as a site of political 
and governmental intervention, American efforts around space from their 
inception carried with them a sense of audience.!} In thc words of a NnJ.Js­

WI'rk "Speci:l l SeCtion on Space and the Atom": "The cold war is heingwaged 
in outer space. All mankind may ride along vic:lriously with the first space­
man , and sc ience as a whole may benefit from hi~ findings. But the n:ltion 
th:lt gets up there tirst will score an important political, psychologicll, and 
prop;lgand:l victory." H The Sp:lCC progf:llll was always in part a television 
progrnm produced for audiences:lt home :lml :lhrmld. Achievements would 
be the :lchievements of us all, or at least those of us who weren't communists. 

Failures WQul<1 be, tOO, which made the launch-pad cxplosion of Amer­

ica's first major space rocket, Vallbruard I, cspeci:llly painful and humiliat­
ing. The press derided it as "Flopnik," "Kaputnik," and "Stayputnik." H 
Though major PR sctbacks, these f:lilures heightened the drama of NASA's 
new prOb'Tam. \"'hat would happen next? Shepard sun'ived, would the oth­
ers? \,Vould the networks report the ever greater achievements of an alien 
ideology or would American va lues triumph over the secret and brmal ef­
forts of the communists? At stake were freedom and delllocrncy, or at least 
their image. 

The credibility of the space program depcnded on witnesses. For the 
Americ:1Il pro/,'Tam to mancr, people had to see its achievemenL~ . I t~ \'isi­
bility would distinguish it from the Soviet effort. Could anyone really trust 
the claims of communists? Pcoplc had to know wh,lt was happening. They 
had to hear the astronauts speak from space. They had to watch the rock­
ets lift off. They hall to see photos of the earth and the moon. They had to 

know it was real. After all , it was produced for them. 
The credibi lity of claims about space trnvel is a primary concern in lhe 

book Kerping Up witb tbe Am"01lflllts, a photo-filled celebration of Ameri­
cans in space that highlight<; John Glenn's February la, 1961, orbital flight. 
Build ing a contrast with the Soviet sp:lce program, the book goes to great 
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in the past," Don Myrus reminds his readers, "many Americans ~ even 
in spite of President Kennedy's recognition of the fact - doubted that 
Gagarin had made a space orbit. They said things like, 'If it really hap­
pened, why didn't the Russians release more information?' and ' Why were 
no newspapermen there to watch him take off and came back?'''Z6 

If it wasn't public, a spacdlight didn't happen. American success de­
pended on its audience. Reporting on the importam role of the media in pre­
senting and imerpreting space to the public, Nt'Ws'wuk announced that "the 
ten-hour telecast of John G lenn's flight last February was seen in 39.9 mil­
lion homes - except for the Kennedy-Nixon debates, the largest audience 
in lV history. "l? By the time Apollo was in full swing, the message would 

be clear: the triumph of democracy depends on watching television. 
Since Soviet launches were secret, American launches would be staged 

events, public spectacles with thousands, nay, millions of witnesses. There 
would be nothing incredible, or unworthy of being credited, about Amer­
ica's achievements. Myrus's Kttping Up with the A.ftronollts aclmowledges 
the centrality of staging with two photographs that, for all practical pur­
poses (though not, perhaps, for all playful ones), have little to do with the 
aaompanying text about Shepard, Titov, and tbe space race. The pictures, 
uncredited stills from an unnamed film by Fritz Lang, show what seems to 
be an enormous and dnunatil--ally iUuminatcd launch pad and then the 

rocket itself in flight. The caption reads: "Scene from a movie by Fritz 
Lang on which Hermann Obenh, a German who later came to America, 
worked in 1929. Note tracks similar to those at Cape Canaver:l;l. "Z8 These 
bits of cinematic spectacle stand in for what can't be represented - Tiwv's 
own flight. At the same time, they link American achievements to enter­
tainment and theatricality, evoking tbe fantaSy of flight even as the caption 
caver.; over details of history and technology that might make facts awk­
ward or unpleasant. 

It was public information, if not exactly public knowledge, that tbe 
brightest lights in American rocketry were ex-Nazis. After the United 
States' fir.;t ruccessful launch of a satellite on January 31, 1958, headlines 
and magazine cover.; applauded the work of "missile man" and rocket 
scientist Wernher von Br:I;Ufl. Timt and NewS'Wul: both reported that von 
Br:I;un and his team of scientists had developed missiles for Hitler during 
World War n, in particular the V-2 rocket that had rained down upon 
London.19 Furthermore, like most press reports on von Braun. the news 
magazines mentioned that the \'on Braun team had surrendered to the 
Americans at the end of the war because they preferred that to the option 
of going with the Soviets. With hundreds of other German scientists, they 
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were part of the top-secret "OperAtion Paperclip," through which former 
Nazis were assimilated into the United States. 

Like most coverage of von Braun, Time and Nt'WSWttk endeavor [Q play 
down the scientist's military past as they siruate him within an all-American 
present. Nru.wuk recounts how von Braun happened to go to work for t he 
German military in 19P. The m~gazine does not mention that this was the 
year before Hitler was appointed chancellor, a year when Nazi popularity 
was rising rapidly. It nores that von Braun "felt no moral compunction 
about the possible use of his rockets for mass destruction and genocide," 
and refers to his explanation that the possibility of war "seemed to us ab­
surd" because the Nazis were not in power.JO That von Braun and a col­
league attcmpted in 1942 to persuade H.itlcr "that guided missiles were 
Germany's best bet" becomes subsumed within a larger narrative of von 
Bf3un's scientific dedication to rocketry and Hitler's ignorant and mystical 
refusal to support the research (Hitler had dreamed the rockets wouldn't 
work). Similarly, Time counters a statement regarding von Braun's role in 
"rain[ingJ V-I ruin on London" with a p:l.fenthetiCliI aside: "when the first 
V-2 smashed London Spaceman \'on Braun remarked to a friend that the 
rocket had worked perfectly except for landing on t he wrong planet." JI 

By 1¢2, the fifth year of the space age, according to Nr.vwuJ:, enthu­
siastic support fo r the moon program pushed von Braun's history out of the 
mainstream media. Not only were the German scientists now more likely 
to be referred to in terms of their American citizenship, but whatever Nazi 
beliefs they may have held had seemingly taken a 18o-degree rurn. Von 
Braun's team was disconnected from anti-Semitism and linked instead to 
antiracism. The "rocket people" based in Huntsville, Alabama, were said to 

fit in well.Jl But rather than being a potentially ironic commcnt on South­
ern racism, this was meant as praise for the positive force they conrributed 
toward social change. 

10 the fuce of criticism of the huge expendirureson space, cspeciaUywhen 
such earthly issues as Southern segregation were becoming increasingly 
heated and contentious, NASA lauded the space effort as a key instrument 
for transforming arrirudes that "lagged" behind technological advances. It 
linked the space program with desegregation, suggesting that the influence 
of the Redstone people had contributed to the opening up oflunch counters 
in HuntsVille.l' \o\!hate\,er it touched, the space program would, it seemed, 
work a public good - C\'cn if, especially if, thal meant subordinating avail­
able information to a public knowledge it was actively producing. 

To be sure, [he Nazi past doesn't get drowned out completely. 10 the 
Nnvwttk special issue, for example, it resurfaces met.aphoriCli lly in an 
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account o f the strains the astronau ts encountered, up against NASA norms 
of cheerfulness and unanimity, when they disagreed with technicians and 
administrators. The article explains that "as tbe image makers see it, none 
of these difficulties is to be aired; once the spotlight picks out a face in 
the crowd, all blemishes must be concealed at all costs. One reporter calls 
this phase of Mercury operations 'The Lock Step."'H Additionally, it is 
possible that von Braun's unmentioned, unmentionable, Nazi experiences 
actually enhanced his reput:ltion. Norman Mailer describes him as pos­
sessing "that variety of gbmour usually described as fascinating, which is 
to say, the evocation of his name is attractive and repellanr at once. " H Writ­
ing at decade's end of the power and force o f the Saturn V, the rocket that 
made Apollo and the moon landing possible, Mailer asks: "Who could be­
gin to measure the secret appeal of the Nazis by now?" J6 

The Ameriam effort in space depended on its public image. Up until 
Neil Armstrong's moon walk, the Soviets seemed to have a clear lead in t he 
race. So packaging was all important. American achievements, if not the 
first or the highest or the longest or the biggest, had do demonstr.ne some­
thing that made them distinct from those of tbe communists. T he disnnc­
tion turned on publicity. Celebrating the success of Mercury astronaut 
Gordon Cooper's fligh t, Timt noted that the Soviets had already had, and 
would most likely continue to have, more spectacular space "extravagan­
zas." "Bur," the magazine stresses, "Russia has never done much more than 
tell the world of its space successes -via verbal reports - and last week's 
Cape Canaveral launching was seen by mill ions via Telstar television. It was 
a display of free world candor and confidence thal undercut the fJMt foero 
reports of Soviet achievemcrlts." J7 

Similarly, in his introduction to fVt Stvtn, a compilation of Lift articles 
by the "Mercury Seven," John Dine points out that the Soviets had already 
performed "more spectacular feats" by the time Americans were celebrat­
ingJohn Glenn's orbital fl ight. But G lenn's mission, he writes, "was a much 
more daring and honest gamble. For Glenn was the representative of a free 
and open society, and he rook his chances in fu ll view of the world. Then, 
when he returned to earth, he was fully prepared - as the first cosmonauts 
were not - to share his adventure down to the last deta il and to relate the 
complete story of how the flight had gone, what the bad moments were 
like, what he saw, and how he felt. " J8 Taking a chance in public meant tak­
ing a chance on television, allowing cameras and the press access. Describ­
ing his feelings, letting reporters in on the worst parts of his experience, 
was how John Glenn represented American openness and freedom. Shar­
ing everything, turning private thoughts into public information, symbol-
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ized American difference and superiority. It was the measure of credibility. 
That Glenn was wi lling (3S if he acmally had a choice in the matter) to ap­
pe.lr on television under the '!;Hlgerous and mlcert;lin conditions of rocket 
night becHne yct :mother dimension of his heroism, ;m,1 that of the astro­

nauts morc generally. 
To be public, the space program had to have a public. The very public­

ness of the program was itself ;111 effect of the witnessing ;lUdicnce. As 
Nf'U'nlwl'J: observed in 1962, "For many Americ;lIls, the new age of space 
enters their lives on ly intermittently. through their T V screens or in hC:ld­
lines, UStl:ll1y when an astron:lut is rocketed into the sky." J" Sending a lllan 
into sp;lce didn't count for ,Hlythin g if people didn't sec it, if they didn't be­
lievc it. Noting the lack of interest in Apollo 13's trip to the moon, the pro­
gr,lrll 'S thi rd, /..iF poimed out that "evcn the dr:lm:l of blast-off h,ld been 
sca ntily ,mended: no world fi6'11reS on h,llld and on ly a fraction of the world 
press there at Cape Kennedy to witness this latest :ludac iolls attempt by 
man to prove that his wits and 6'11tS eoul,1 answer the taunt of space ." -w 

Not counti ng the conspiracy-minded, of course, few in the C3r1y years 
asked whether ,\mcricall spacc cfforts were rC;I1. As Don MyrHs acknowl­
edges, with rada r ~lIld radio, spaceRights can be documented. The impor­
tancc of credi bility, then. was mostly an issue of"bclieving in ,~ ofbdieving 
in the American mission, helieving that freedom 3nd democracy were at 
stake, believing that the success or failure of one man's rocket tr ip sign ifi e(1 
the success or failure of liberty itself. Thus, some ,lspecrs of the space pro­
gram were better pLlced offst~ge, behind the scenes. No m:lttcr what their 
contriblltion to the adva nccment of the United St:lteS' long-r:lnge missi le 
ca pacity, ex-Nazi rocket scientists lacked the image necessary to maintain 
the link between outerspace and American visions of freedom ,md democ­
r.lC}'. To pulllhis off, you rea lly need good actors. 

Seeing Stars 

They were subjccwd to unbeli cvable tests, experiments really. Many were 
painful. Often they couldn't movc at all. Tubes were inserted into rectums. 
Sperm was taken, though it w3sn't clear why. Necd lcs, longer tha n they 
could h3ve imagined, appeared everywhere. They fe lt trapped like animals 
in a lab. Inhuman ~doctors" refused to explain what the tests were for, why 

they were necessary. Sometimes completely weightless, sometimes in im­
penetrable darkness, sometimes presented with mysterious blinking lights, 
it didn't matteT; rhe experience was out of this world. \-\1ho would believe 
them? Or so S3yS Tom "Volfe in Tin Rig};! SfIID: 
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The lab rat, experimental object, "Spam in a can" idea wasn't NASA's vi­
sion of the astronaut, but this unpleasant dimension of astronaut life did 
seep into spaces with a claim to r ublic mention. The week before NASA 
announced the names of America's first astronauts, Lifo magazine featured 
a story on the tCSts used in the selection process. Warren R. Young, a sci­
ence editor, explained that such tests were necessary because of the de­
mands of spacefli ght: "the space pilot will be menaced by a cacophony of 
sound capable of producing both disorientation and body damage, by a 
buffet of shocks and shakes, by devastating extremes of heat and cold and 
total vacuum, by the terrors and hallucinations of prolonged isolation and 
by the various crushing, dizzying and floating effects of wildly varying grav­
lutional forces." The "space scientists," he continues, who already have 
"had trouble launching payloads of robot instruments, will soon catapult 
the most fragile and vulnerable package of all, the hum:m body. " .. 1 Young 
details his experience of weighdessness, being "lobbed like a tennis ball," 
the rising G's of the centrifuge, -and a shaking, vibrating table on which 
"tCSt animals sometimes die after ten minutes .... The vibration seems to 
make various organs hemorrhage."~l He describes a ride in the Human 
Disorientation Device, a conmption like "a tremendous automatic cod .. tlil 
shaker." He is.....<;caled into a room-sized oven to test for his response to heat; 
and his feet are put in a bucket of ice, a seemingly innocuous experiment 
until "an exquisite litde pain began to assert itsdf in the toes, as if a gende 
torturer were carefully cutting off the tips with a sharp sliver of glass." 4J 

With his own desire to undergo these pains and stresses safely and dou­
bly inscribed onto his journalistic and scientific search for knowledge, 
Young pathologizes what it might mean in others. He nOtes that the rocket 
scientists received letters from numerous volunteers: 

Some of them see the trip as a form of escape, either a psychotic escape 
from humanity or a simple, old-fashioned escape from woman trouble. 
Some are thrill-seekers who thinlc a ride into space would merely be 
an exceptionally cool hot-rod drag. Some are ridden by guilt complexes, 
either justified or im:1ginary, and think volunteering will bring atone­
ment. Still others arc: sportsmen eager to accept the challenge of space 
"because it is there" and scientists who hope to find the answers to sci­
entific mysteries . .f4 

Establishing the position to be occupied by the astronaut or, more precisely, 
reiterating the position that NASA was in the process of fabricating, Young 
subsumes his scientists and sportsmen under a general psychological cate­
gory of "bad risks." These are the men who can't handle StreSS, he explains 
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Pnljfct i\1rrrury artrOnllllls (NASA) 

wit h reference to a psychiatTicsmdyof"Chinese prisoner-of-war practices" 
and to the words of a psychiatrist from \ Vright Field: "The neurotic, the 
immatu re, the embittered, the inexperienced and the meek succumb."4; lie 

who is lO inherit the skies must he a "normal , emotionally mamre man with 
a strong sense of hi s own importance and identity." Young accepts NASA's 
conclusion that this means an astronaut must be a military test pilot. 

T he following week's issue of Lift heralded the seven new astronauts. Its 

feamrc begins with a photograph of the seated and suited astronauts that 
extends across the lOp of two p:lges. All arc whi te men, with crew cuts and 
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tics. An Americ:m fbg stands in the left-hand cornef. Below the (ext afe 

photographs dcpining the vm ious tests the astronauts endufed . Two are 
wire<] into chai rs next to faintly ominous machines covered wit h switches 
and mbing. John Glenn :Ippears shirtless. in sweatpants :lI1d snc:tkers. all 
military st iffness and forma lity as a m:1 1l takes his hlood pressure. In the hlSl 
photo, \\'ally Sehi rra, seated we:lring a hathrobe :Ind sneakers, blows into :1 

whe as a serious-looking man with glasses, :1 man wit h "scientist" written 
all o\'er him. stares intently n some SOrt of meter or apparatus. 

The little bi t of text on the next twO p:tgcs is fr:tmed by numerous shots 
of astronaut wives :md astron:tut children, :tStron:tul fu mi lics running at the 
beach. prcp:lring for vac:ttion or sitting together on :1 couch. "nlC fin:t l two 

pages of the articl e feature significantly more texl, and yet more images of 
machines. Chimps arc shown in isolation lmoths. A man :Ippears 10 be in a 
high-tech dunking ch:lir. Another looks as if he is being inserted into :t 
bomb. 'r he on ly clear face is that of the night su rgeon in charge of the 
"d ucklings, probings, checks that pro\'ed the fli ers' fitness." Dr. \V. R. 
Lovelace II , presented :IS the author of this section of the article. justifies 
the exten .. i\,encss of the tests performed on the astronaut candid:ltes in 

terms of the I>otentiai for small defec t's l'O cause big problems under the ex­
treme conditions of spaceflight. I-Ie docs not expl:lin why sperm counts 
were necessa ry. A g:lllon of ur ine per C:lndid:lte per day. howc\'cr, is s:tid to 
have been required in urder [Q get a t0 1:l1 for each lll:ln's daily excretion of 
steroid hormones.4IJ 

Th is initial co\'ef:lge of the astronau tsSt: t the tone for subsequent cover-
3ge of the sp:lce program from the /\ lercury 3stronau ts' training th rough 
lhl' Apollo program. \Vith one exception, the typesofi11lages- f:lmily m:1II 
in domest ic space, lone hero in outcrsp:lce, cyborg; an inhabitant of a tcch­
nolobtical spacc-continued [Q appea r, commenting ul>on :tnd unsettling 
the officia l im:lge of the astronaut NASA sought 10 contain . The exception 
ill\'ol\'('s a fourt h tn1e of image thaI appe:lred only :lfter the :lStrOn:luts 
3crually sl:lrt ed to ride the rockets: images of spectal'Ors. Lift in pa rt icular 
brought the :tudience in. produc ing the public as pan of the sp:tcc progrnlll, 
illustrating how people w:ltched launches, be lhe}' live or on television. 

Such images took two primary for ms. The first spun off from Ihe pho­
tos of astron:l uts in domestic Sp :ICC: their wives watch :lnd obsen 'e, sl':Ind­
in g in for the rest of Amcrica as they served and lookecl our for Ihe space 
tra\·c!ers. Lift publ ished end less phologrnphs of astronaut wi\'es sta ring 
at the television or brazing up into the sky. Their undel1l:tll(iing SUPI>Ort, 
humbl e pride, and fea rful confidence in their astronaut husbands, itself:1I1 
idea as comra(J ictory as the rest, represented the comhination of thoughts 
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and feelings presumably coursing through the public;11 large. Photographs 
of thc private, domestic livcs of ;lstronaut wh'es and their children came to 
be simated in the space of the public. Images of womcn in priv:lte came to 
symbolize public reception of the space program. 

The second son of observer image linked to the astronaut is the general 
crowd scene: numerous spectators, rarely interacting with one another, 
watch something that is itself outside the picm rc's framc. T hese public wit­
nesses are engrossed in what they sec, transfixed, spellbound. Tillie's photo­
graphic covcrage of Cooper's scven-and-h:llf-hour orbital flight in !Vby 
1963 shows ten witnesses:r Se\'en are women. 'fwo men arc senior citizens, 
significantly older than the astronauts. The third 11l;lle is a young boy. All are 
white and middle-class. Including the poor might call into<luestion the costs 
of the space program. Including African Americans wou ld deflect :lttentiOll 
toward th:11 other race. The pictorial public doesn't compete with the astro­
nauts; they look up to them. \Vhile the astronauts arc in outerspace, this 
public remains at home, taking care ofcveryd:lY things, of basic needs. They 
are Americans, citizen-spect:Jtors, seeing just what they arc supposed to sec. 

Lift's coverage is notably similar. Under the heading "Everyone \ Vas Up 
There with Gordo" is a photograph t:lking up seven-eighths of the page. 
The photograph features half:l dozen or so white, middle-class Americans. 
It is the kind of imagc fre'luently used to suggest "typicll Americans" or 
"the public" in mai nstream magazines during lhe fift ies and sixties. Thc 
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few men, again out of competiti\'e r.1llge with the :lstron:luts, wear tics; the 
younger women have short, well-kept hair. The older woman in the center 
of the picture WC<lrs a hat :l11 d the sort of jewelry associated with words like 
"t:lstcful." She wears :l wedding ring and her hands are clasped to suggest 
prayer. The caption reads: "Concern for Cooper. Reflecting personal in ­
vol\'cment felt aroun d the world, a woman prays for Coopcr as shc and the 
crowd around her watch the flight on a TV scrcen in New York's Gr:lnd 
Central Station.".J~ In this photograph, a woman in public, unrelatcd to 

though nonetheless personally invoked with the ,lstron:luts, stands in for 
the public as audicnce. ll er link to thc domcstic sphere, her ring. indced, 
her gender, represents the transfer of invoh-cment from astronaut wives 
in particular, to wi\'es in general, to the general public itself. She is part of 
a domesricated public, the public that stays :It home and winches while 
others arc outside cxploring, She is a credible witness. 

T he spec ificity of these images of the American audiencc produces prc­
cisely thc public NASA addressed. The imagc creates the public NASA 
needed to witness its achievements in space: .1 supporti\'e, believing. ac­
cepting public. It is a public that would necessarily be at h0111e; a public that 
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has nothing better to do than witness the achievements of others. \¥hat is 
to be installed as the public is an effect of the image: the domesticiz.ed, 
white middle class is to represent-to b<-the public. Conversely, the 
public is the domesticized, white middle class. 

Of course, this installation of the public through a particular image of a 
white middle class is not new or unique to Lift magazine or spaC1! program 
photographs. Nor is this the only way a particular group of people comes 
to stand for the public. Rather, the constirution of a particular audience as 
the public that the space program addressed is representative of general 
practices oflinkage and e;c:clusion through which larger conceprual associ­
ations are territorialized on specific bodies ..... Such practices can usefully be 
understood in terms of AIlucquere Rosanne Stone's notion of warranting, 
"the production and maintenance of this link between a discursive space 
and a physical space." 50 If to wimess a particular governmental spectacle is 
to be the recipient of messages addressed to "the public," then representa­
tions of the witnesses "warrant" theirstandingas the public. By the time tbe 
space program was under way, the links warranting the white middle class 
as the public were already in place. By excluding other Americans, other 
races and classes, the photograph (like NASA's own televisuality) places 
them behind the scenes, notpanofwhat happens in what is installed in pub­
lic space or matters fo r what is claimed to be the public sphere. For some ­
the very rich, the very powerful, even the merely somewhat wired - this 
location will be a site of action. For others, it will be a place where they can 
be acted upon with impunity, at least until the television cameras get t here 
and start revealing the suffering that accompanies second-class status. 

\Vhat this public audience was supposed to be watching was proof­
right there on television - of the superiority of the American way. The as­
tronaut was the most visible sign of this proof. As an emblem of the best of 
America, the image of the astronaut was from the outset an uneasy com­
bination of often contradictory expectations and demands. As the intro­
duction to we- Srotn gushes, "What kind of man could manage to be part 
pilot, part engineer, part explorer, part scientist, part guinea pig - and part 
h,m - and do equal justice to each of the diverse and demanding roles that 
was being thrust upon him?"5L The astronaut embodied the difference be­
tween American and Soviet achievement: American technological prowess, 
the benefits of a market economy, as well as the less tangible ideals of open­
ness and freedom. 

The physical requirements seemed to be dictates of technology.51 As­

tronauts had to weigh less than 180 pounds and be no more than five feet, 
eleven inches tall. They could be no older than forty. their age idealized 
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in terms of being "young enough to be in their physical prime ... and yet 
mature enough to have lost the rash impulses of youth."H They had to be 
physically and psychologically strong, with "nerves of steel." The psycho~ 
logical qualifications were constructed in terms of the presumed stresses of 
an alien environment. Because space was full of unknowns, "a hostile envi~ 
ronment," daring and courage were necessary. Because the systems were 
untried, untested, unpredictable, "the men would also have to he the bnd 
who would remain cool and resourceful under pressure"; they would have 
to he "masters of their own destiny." 5* Because of the stresses of potential 
crises, of the not-yet-known and the to-he-experienced, astronauts would 
have to he "devoid of emotional flaws which could rattle them or destroy 
their efficiency." NASA also put forth background and educational qualifi­
cations as basic to its programmatic needs. Thus, astronauts had to be test 
pilots because of their training with fast, complex machines, and they had 
to have engineering degrees becluse they were to be involved with design­
ing the spacecraft and other equipment. 55 They had to be people who could 
deal with what others had not yet imagined. 

\\/hen first introduced, these requirements were enough to produce 
white-male astronaut bodies, bodies with "only small variations in size, 
shape and coloring to distinguish them one from the other." 56 They also 
produced bodies that had reproduced: all the Mercury astronauts were 
married with children . These bodies had been through similar sortS of con­
ditioning, nourishment, and training. Not only did all the astronauts have 
military and test pilot experience, but all had been raised in small towns; all 
had been reared under a traditional ethos of effort and success. NASA's 
requirements, in short, produced astronauts as America 's ideal citizens; 
strong, ambitious, straight, white, middle-class men.51 

That the requirements were themselves effects of this image is hinted at 
already in the program's early years. John Dille observes that, during and 
after his orbital flight, John G lenn "portrayed the perfect image of the 
modest, dedicated and patriotic hero. He had probably done more in this 
one day than dozens of other people could have done in months to sell the 
U.S. space effort to Congress and to the nation." 5S Yet Dille acknowledges 
as well that Glenn had spent a lot of time thinking about the astronaut 
image, that Glenn was convinced "that they are the first of a new and even 
heroic breed of men who have the enormous responsibility of serving as 
symbols of the nation's future ." 59 Similarly atruned to the image of the as­
tronaut, Clare Boothe Luce suggests why NASA required astronauts to 

have penises. In an attack on NASA's refusal to let women become astro­
nauts, right after Valentina Tereshkova in 1963 became the first woman in 

Space PN......,. 8S 

in terms of being "young enough to be in their physical prime ... and yet 
mature enough to have lost the rash impulses of youth."H They had to be 
physically and psychologically strong, with "nerves of steel." The psycho~ 
logical qualifications were constructed in terms of the presumed stresses of 
an alien environment. Because space was full of unknowns, "a hostile envi~ 
ronment," daring and courage were necessary. Because the systems were 
untried, untested, unpredictable, "the men would also have to he the bnd 
who would remain cool and resourceful under pressure"; they would have 
to he "masters of their own destiny." 5* Because of the stresses of potential 
crises, of the not-yet-known and the to-he-experienced, astronauts would 
have to he "devoid of emotional flaws which could rattle them or destroy 
their efficiency." NASA also put forth background and educational qualifi­
cations as basic to its programmatic needs. Thus, astronauts had to be test 
pilots because of their training with fast, complex machines, and they had 
to have engineering degrees becluse they were to be involved with design­
ing the spacecraft and other equipment. 55 They had to be people who could 
deal with what others had not yet imagined. 

\\/hen first introduced, these requirements were enough to produce 
white-male astronaut bodies, bodies with "only small variations in size, 
shape and coloring to distinguish them one from the other." 56 They also 
produced bodies that had reproduced: all the Mercury astronauts were 
married with children . These bodies had been through similar sortS of con­
ditioning, nourishment, and training. Not only did all the astronauts have 
military and test pilot experience, but all had been raised in small towns; all 
had been reared under a traditional ethos of effort and success. NASA's 
requirements, in short, produced astronauts as America 's ideal citizens; 
strong, ambitious, straight, white, middle-class men.51 

That the requirements were themselves effects of this image is hinted at 
already in the program's early years. John Dille observes that, during and 
after his orbital flight, John G lenn "portrayed the perfect image of the 
modest, dedicated and patriotic hero. He had probably done more in this 
one day than dozens of other people could have done in months to sell the 
U.S. space effort to Congress and to the nation." 5S Yet Dille acknowledges 
as well that Glenn had spent a lot of time thinking about the astronaut 
image, that Glenn was convinced "that they are the first of a new and even 
heroic breed of men who have the enormous responsibility of serving as 
symbols of the nation's future ." 59 Similarly atruned to the image of the as­
tronaut, Clare Boothe Luce suggests why NASA required astronauts to 

have penises. In an attack on NASA's refusal to let women become astro­
nauts, right after Valentina Tereshkova in 1963 became the first woman in 

Space PN......,. 8S 



space, Luce presents the astronaut as more than "the world 's most presti­
gious popular idol." She writes: "he is the symbol of the way of life of his 
nation. "60 So understood, it mam sense that astronauts were educated. 
middle-class, straight white men; for they represented how those Ameri­
cans of impact and influence, those voices that carried, saw not juSt them­
selves but their place in the service of the American public. This was the 
public the astronauts represented. This was the credible public that wit­
nessed American spaceAight on television and not flying saucers in some 
unpredictable location. 

The astronaut "warranted" the public as straight. white, and middle 
class. It connected bodies with notions of competition, achievement, and 
success. By reproducing mili tary norms of service and test pilot norms of 
courage, the astronauts exemplified nOt only a particular son of masculin­
ity, bur a masculinity linked to a specific family structure, a specific home, 
a specific femininity and sexuality. Why else the stress on sperm and spons? 

All Amerlca(n) 

This Beaver Cleaver public, meanwhile, was not without rifts and con­
tradictions. Rather than being suppressed under NASA images of space he­
roes, though, for the most part these rifts themselves became inscribed into 
astronaut symbology. Paradoxically, the cause of this inscription was NASA's 
effort to present before a viewing audience the superiority of the openness 
and freedom of American life and the achievements of American technology. 

Although NASA was always interested in selling space to an American 
public, the media had their own reasons for emphasizing the astronauts' 
priVAte lives. In imerpreting space, print and television media faced prob­
lems of knowledge and human interest. Were emphasis to be placed on the 
technical and scientific aspects of spaceflight, reponers and editors would 
need to "master a huge body of scientific lrnowledge."61 And they would 
have to find a way to communicate this Irnowledge to a wide market of 
readers. Stressing more everyday elements of space travel such as the reac­
tions of the astronauts and their families was easier. A science degree wasn't 
a requirement; it was barely an asset. Critical of ABC's space commentator 
Jules Bergman for his lack of polish (despite a science fellowship at Colum­
bia University), Nt'WS'"r.J)uk applauded CBS's Walter Cronkite, "a liber:ll-arts 
graduate of the University of Texas who has the least teehnical knowledge 
but the most dramatic approach ("Gosh! Golly!')."6: 

The Stress on the everyday had two effects: First, it lent credibility to the 
openness of the U.s. space program even as it undercut the normative im-
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age of the astronaut. Second, it contribmed to the representative claim of 
the astronaut even as it routinized space travel. 

From the initial coverage of the Mercury astronauts, privacy was pre­
sented as that which the astronauts ha d agreed to sacrifice for the sake of 
the nation. That most of the Mercury astronauts Hew with rectal ther­
mometers inserted was nOt a secret. Noting the astronauts' "absolute lack 
of privacy," Norman Mailer stresses the contradictions they embodied. 
"The heart pressure, the brain waves, the bowel movements of astronauts 
were of national interest," he writes; "They were virile men, they were 
prodded, probed, tapped imo, poked, Hexed, tested, subjected to a phar­
macology of stimulants, depressants, diuretics, laxatives, retentives, tran­
quilizers, motion sickness pi1Js, antibiotics, vitamins, and food which was 
designed to control the character of their feces. "'J By 'm, when Mailer is 
writing, however, the astronauts had become less emotionally accessible 
t han in the Mercury years. Neil Armstrong and Buzz Aldrin, unlike John 
G lenn, were all NASA-speak. procedural, technocratic. For the emotional 
component of astronaut lives so central to the criterion of openness, there­
fore , the media and NASA looked to astronaut wives. 

Openness, especially after Glenn's emotive performance, required ac­
cess to feelings. His emotions seemed, to the reponers covering his Hight 
and the spectators turning out for the ticker-tape parade that honored him 

at home, the key to his realness/'" His feelings signified his sincerity. "When 
he tOld a joint session of Congress that he still gets a lump in his throat when 
the American flag passes by, he meant it," explained N~swuk, "And the 
public sensed it. " M If the Apollo astronauts wouldn't, couldn't, produce the 
responses of fear, anxiety, anticipation, and exhilaration expected of one 
leaving the planet, then the wives would. The wives could provide the re­
quired image of realness. And they didn't have to express anything NASA 
hadn't sanctioned. Openness didn't mean open to criticism or open to views 
other than NASA's. It simply meant fee lings, sentiments. For straight, 
white, middle-class Americans in the sixties, feelings meant women. 

Ufo's preoccupation with astronaut wives and fu.mi lies, a preoccupation 
NASA encouraged, might have been thought an ideal way of producing 
a space hero while still acknowledging the emotional domestic conC1!rns 
presumably of interest to its readers. In a Ufe anicle on astronaut widows, 
Dora Jane Hamblin points out that "despite the high drama of their hus­
bands' work, astronauts' wives are and were suburban housewives tied to 

homes, meals, chauffeuring chores for their children."66 With wi\'es and 
children snugly ensconC1!d at home, the astronauts were free to venture 
where no man has gone before. 
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Precisely this image of the adventuresome husband, however, was a 

problem. Hamblin's reporting is notable in that, unlike the earlier Lifo cov­
ernge provided b}' male correspondents and the Mercury wives, hers Strays 
from the "happy and proud" script, suggesting that a woman's happiness 
may require more than being a wife, even an astronaut's wife. She notes 
that "astronauts' wives spend most of their li\'es wishing t heir constantly 
traveling husbands could come home nights, like Other husbands, and pre­
tending not to hear in public places whispered conversations aOOm 'Mrs. 
WbO?''' 61 Describing the "magnificent agony" of the wives of the Apollo 7 
astronauts, H amblin details the excesses of everyday life fucing Harriet 
Eisele, )o Schirra, and La Cunningham during the mission. "Kids had to 
be back in school and they were so keyed up they forgot their books and 
lost their band insU'UIllents more frequently than usual," she explains. 
"Groceries had to be bought, \-lsicing relatives were getting bored and re­
fused to adlnit it, neighbors rushed in and om with a continuing 'together­
ness' tic, and the wives had no hole to hide in."6l ln a repon on astronaut 

widows, Hamblin quotes Betty Grissom: "After the accident people called 
me a lot, thinking that I would be alone . .. . 1bey don't realize. I was al­
ways alone, the boys and I. Gus was never here."~ By illuminating the in­
stabilities of supposedly ideal marriages, the private lives of the astronauts 
exemplified the tensions and instabili ties within the straight model family. 

Hamblin suggests that the widows may be better off, having the opponu­
nity to figure out who they are and what they want, now that their husbands 
are dead: "Actually, the hardest thing the widows have had to bear is the 
sudden acquisition of freedom."70 

Germaine Greer, in the classic fe minist text The Fnnale Eunuch, places 
astronaut wives at the center of her "M.isery" chapter . Acknowledging the 
glory reflected back onto an astronaut's wife, Greer refers nonetheless to a 

statement by a NASA psychiatrist "that Cape Kennedy was the world's 
most active spawning ground for divorce."l1 She notes the high incidence 
of housewife alcoholism, "higher than anywhere in America except Wash­
ington." For G reer, t he explanatio n for this misery is the astronauts' lack 
of emotion. "The deliberate desensitizing of astronauts has its problems; 
they might (."ontain themselves brilliantly on the moon, but they contain 
themselves everywhere else, tOO, including their· wives' beds, for the degree 
of sexual activity at the Cape is agreed to be very low. "71 

O nce established, the ordinary domesticity of astronaut lives, a shaky, 
unhappy, and typical domesticity, had a reverse effect of distancing the as­
tronauts and their wives from other Americans. The more they were like 
other Americans, the less they could stand apan from tbem and represent 
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them. This was especially clear with respect to those who served in Viet­
nam. Their deaths rarely if ever were accorded the same status and signi­
ficance as those of the astronauts. Hambtin explains: "The wives are acutely, 
specifically, aware of the Viemam widows, the wives of men whose deaths 
make no headlines except in local papers. The astronauts were almost aU of 
the proper age and profession to have been in Viemam had they not been 
in the space program, and their widows know that society has provided 
more cushions for their future than it has for war \\'ido~'S." 7J As the death 
toll mounted in Viemam, it became harder to ignore that soldiers were dy­
ing anonymously; indeed, unheroically. In death, an astronaut beeame an 
instant hero - or was he a hero just by being an astronaut? The war, like the 
assassinations of Martin Luther King Jr. and Bobby Kennedy, like the S0-
viet invasion ofCzechoslovalcia and the increasing unrest in U.S. and Euro­
pean cities, like the incident at Chappaquiddick that occurred soon after 
Apollo J J lifted off, called the link between astronaut and hero into question. 

The ambiguity of celebrity status weakened the link funher. The more 
the astronauts were perceived as advocates for NASA, as lobbying for more 
government funds, the less they looked like heroes. "NASA was vending 
space. Armstrong was working directly fo r his corporate mill," observes 
Mailer as he watches the astronaut tape an interview with NBC.74 Feelings 
in an astronaut might be desirable. but nOt economic dependency. If too 
closely associated with the economic, the astronaut would invite question­
ing into the financing. the costs, of space. The astronaut needed to be 
above the money the program needed. The Nation piously proclaimed: 
"They have been glamorized; they can be unglamorized. A sense of de(."O­
rum is a good thing, even for a hero. Or especially for a hero. " 7.1 

The astronaut also needed to be above personal financial need, or greed. 
The press railed against the exclusive $500,000 contract between Ufo and 
the Mercury astronauts. Nt'WnlIuk observed that the contract violated 
an "ethical standards" policy established by President Kennedy, whereby 
presidential appointees were barred from receiving payment for public 
appearances or published writings.76 Although the contract was allowed. 
Ne'WnlIttk hinted that John G lenn and President Kennedy had reached an 
agreememwhile waterslding. "'hen the Mercury Seven were offered houses 
by a Houston real-estate developer, however, NASA balked. Free houses, 
nicely furnished, would have put tOO much Stress on the already thinning 
link between astronaut and hero. Business Wrtk urged "Heroes Must Be 
Pure," pointing out that the astronauts initial acceptance of the offer, which 
they rejected omy after criticism in the press had put pressure on NASA, 
"drove home to NASA the fact that the public image of the astronauts is an 
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integral part of the national space program and largely accounts for the 
whole-hearted public support of the program." 71 

In their concern with the position of the astronaut before the wimess­
ing public, NASA and the press reveal more than a preoccupation with im­
age; they expose a more fundamental sense of what "the public" rhOllld 
want, should expect, should in fa ct see. The public produced for the space 
program isn't supposed to see anything messy or dirty, anything "impure." 
It isn't supposed to wimcss economic need or the faults and instabilities 
of idealized heterosexual marriages. The public, in other words, is put on 
a pedestal not unlike the one t hat has supported idealizations of white, 
middle-class femininity in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. Let the 
men, the active ones, take care of the problems. If they are doing their duty, 
playing their role, then those left at home won't even think to worry about 
problems facing them on the domestic front. They can watch space heroes 
instead. 

Consequently, television was crucial. After ApoJJo I. all the Apollo flights 
were equipped fo r live television transmission. Lift explains: "The telecasts 
are in keeping with NASA's stated policy: to conduct its missions. from 
launch to splashdown, in the public eye."7i Moreover, reading the moon 
landing as "almost" enough to compensate for the turmoil of the simes, the 
magazine opined that "putting two men on the moon and getting them 
safely back was marvelous enough, but nearly as breathtaking was the fuct 
that anyone on earth with a TV set could wimess the mission unfolding 
step by step. '1"1 But as the film Apollo I] establishes so clearly, not all televi­
sion audiences are ideal citizen-spectators. Some folks may well prefer to 
watch something else. The more geared to television the space program 
became, the more it had to contend with the expectations of these ficlcle, 
not so ideal, not so dutiful audiences. Describing the telecast from Apollo 
10, "for the first time in living color," Albert Rosenfeld nores that "the TV 
viewer. conditioned by Rowan & Martin, may be:l bit disappointed by the 
humor. He may also expeet that the circumstances of the Right demand 
comments more exciting and i.maginative than 'fantastic' or 'mighty 
fine.· .. 8Q Neil ArmstrOng worried about the quality of the telecast from the 
moon. fearing that the viewers at home might be disapJXlinted in the moon 
walk because of the quality of the picture.S! 

Jut as it sought to project an image of openness, so did NASA use the 
space program to present a particular image of freedom. Free houses could 
have threatened the image of freedom NASA wanted to project: Soviet 
cosmonauts received free houses, nOt American astronauts. In the Soviet 
Union, benefits were free; in America they were freely earned. America's 
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heroes weren't cosmonauts, tainted by an alliterative slide toward commu­

nisrn. They were slT3ight-A, all-American astronauts who would do their 

jobs not because they were forced to, not even because they were paid to; 

they would do them because they were free to. Preedom, ;n other words, 
depended on a contrast with the Soviets, even as it connected with other 

threads of meaning. 
This preoccupation with being not-Soviet was installed early on in the 

form of the opposition between passengers and pilots. In the early days of 
the space program, astronauts and cosmonauts had basicaUy no control 
over their capsules. They were passengers. They rode the rockets. Tom 
Wolfe puts it still rnore strongly: the astronauts were U test subjects," "re­
dundant cornponents" of a superior technological system; they simply 
needed to be conditioned to "do nothing."8l Lauding the astronauts for 

their experience as test pilots, however, NASA and the press stressed the 
difference between the astronauts and cosmonauts. Astronauts had free­
dom in space, unlike communist cosmonauts. 

Although Alan Shepard was the second man in space (and made a sub­
orbital rather than an orbital fli ght), NASA depicted his televised flight 
as the fi rst instance of a man piloting a space vehicle.8} Describing Yuri 
Gagarin's initial orbital fligh t in a Vostok craft named the SwnlknD, Alan 
Shepard and Deke Slayton write: uHe'd gone higher and faster and had 
mced all the way around the planet, but the Russians had played it very 
tight against the vest with a supercautious approach, and Gagarin had been 
a fascinated passenger. The SWl1lknD had flown its entire mission on auto­
pilot. Gagarin had gone along for the ride. Not that the Vostok hadn't had 
a rnanual baclrup system in case the automatics fuil ed. The Russians didn't 
want to risk using the system and having it fuil on them."$-! In a similar vein, 
"-1.yros stresses the "17 major u sb" and "about 70 comrnunications" Shep­
ard performed during his flight, concluding: "One thing is C1!min - he 
didn't just go along for the ride." 85 By the end ofProjec[ Mercury, Slayton, 
who had becorne the head of the newly created Astronaut Office, could say 
that the biggest change in the program since its inception was that "the 
Astronaut has becollle a full-Hedged pilot both in theory and practice. The 
Mercury capsule was built for completely automatic flight, which relegated 
the Astronaut to little rnore than passenger Status. But time and again, 
crises would collle up on Mercury flights that forced the pilots to take over 
in order to complete the mission."96 

The American program, therefore, stood for freedom. America trusted 
its astronauts to make their own decisions, to take initiative, to think for 
themselves. They were not programmed communist automatOns, cogs in a 
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\';ISt machincry. Astronau(S wcre active, as anyone sitting back and watch­
ing their accomplishmcnts on television cou ld see. 

To be su re, this emphasis Oil freedom had effects th;1I sub\'erted the 
image NASA sought to create. As Apollo I J shows, NASA was not always 
honest with the astronauts. The ,lstrOll:lUt. .. wcrc SOIllC rinles confrontcd 
with situations whcre thcy cou ld not th ink fo r themselves, whcre thcy 
cou ld not takc the initi;lti\'c, where they werc JUSt as programmed as any 
cosmon:lUt. During John G lcnn's orbita l flight , 1\ lercury Control rccci\'ed 
indications that his heat shield may ha\'e comc loosc. If so, the L";IPsule cou ld 
havc burncd up during rcentry. T he !;ontrol center decided "nOt to bur­
den" Glenn "with such a tremendous cause for wurry."~ 7 Rencctingon the 
e\'cllt, Glenn cxpressed his thought that the pilot should not be kcpt "in the 
dark, cspcci;llly if rou bel ieve he lI1 ight be in real trouble. It is t he pi lot's job 
to be as ready for emergencies as anyone else, if not morc so. And he tlTl 

h:lrdly be fully prepared if he is not heing kept fu lly informed." 118 
The most olwious connection made bctwecn space and freedom drew 

from America's frontier tr:ldition. In ,In October 1961 Nrwnl,,·/!l· eclitori:l l, 
Kenneth Crawford explai ns: "Space is qui le literally the new frontie r and 
the American people arc the true heirs of a frontier tr:l<lition. Now that 
space has been opened up, they t;lke if for gTllllted that we sh:lll be the pio­
neers who take adv:lIltage of fhe opening." 11\1 The frontier tradition ap­
peared as p:ln of lhe justification for sp:lce explor:ltion, Frecillemly, NASA 
offici:lls, politici:lns, :111(1 :lstronauts, when ca lled to defend the program, 
would invoke Ameri ca's history of conquest :lnd :ldvent'ure. "Because it's 
fhere," "because of Americ.ms· n:ltural spi rit and cu riosity" werc :lnswers 

that hit on the country's sense of destiny. In the words o f Apollo 10 astra­
nautJohn Young, "The 11100n fascin:ltes I11 C persoll:llly the way Africa once 
f:lscinated people. [he way any unexplored territory is still fascinating 
one of these (!:Iys the world must colonize the moon just' so ou r grandchil­
dren (or lll 'lybe our children) will h:l\'e;1 place to livc."'10 

Remarks like this 1I1:l~' exp!:lin the whiteness of the 1\ Icrcu ry, Gemin i, 
and Al>olIo programs. In America, the coloni zing image, cclebr:ned or con­
demned, is white. For African Americans, Africa would nOt appear as some 
cmpry, unexplored territory. Sp:lCe had to be vacant and ready for con­
quering ;md Occllp,lIion, just :IS Amcric:l had been before."! Freedom re­
quired :l terrain that was itself ullconstraining. PUt somewh:l!" diffe rently, 
if they were to explore freciy, astron:luts, like other American explore~, 
cou ld not be lim ited by obl igmions to :llre:ldy existing peoples. elwiron­
mCllts, or spec ies, The emptiness of space thus reiter:.lled a prominent 
motif of the frontier tmdition. In doing so, howe\'er, it added to thc criti-
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cal tensions already building up aga inst this tradition as Native Americans 
asserted their rights and histories and as struggles in Vietnam and through­
out Africa drew attention to colonialism's leg,IC}" 

The emph,lsis on freedom as choice, agency, and initiative had further 
negative repercussions as the space progra m became more spectacula r and 
televisua1. Just as the astronauts' image was threatened by link.<; to money 
and greed, so was NASA's. \,Vith such extensive fi nanc ial and economic 
investment in the program , the agency (even during the glory years of 
Apollo) was an easy ta rget for allegations of partisanship and insinU,ltions 
that exploring SP,ICC was less im portant than keeping the new bureaucracy 
:lI1d space industry em pl oyed. Indeed, the more that was in vested in the 
program, the less cred ihle it bCGlme. Givcn limited resources, choosing to 

explore space r,lther than confront domestic problems of poverty, r:lcislIl, 
and urban violcnce seemed even harder to justify. By the t ime of the moon 
walk, many in the United States were more concerned with the effects of 
the Pill , women's liber,ltion, the new "Gay Pride," and the sexual revolu­
tion; others wcre preoccupied with the student movement, \,voodstock, 
and the breakup of the Beatles; even more were preoccupied with " Black 
Power" and ending the war in Vietnam. V"hen active irwolvemenr was in­
creasingly demandcd and possible, choosing cither to provide, suppOrt, or 
witness space spectacles was ,I passive response. 

The freedom and agency of the :lstronauts were also subverted by pre­
cisely th:lt which m:lde rhe astronauts possible: tcchnology. Si nce the ini­
tia l response to Spl/tlli~', the space progra m highlighted the importance of 
technological expertise, superiority, and achi evcment. Technology would 
determine the victor in rhe compctition with the Soviets. Interpreting the 
technoloh'Y, explaining what madc it so necess,lry, so gren - indeed, cele­
brating the tcchnology - tended to devalue the position of the astronaut 
as human :lnd to present a vision of the astronaut as q>borg:n 

From rhe early days of the program the astronauts' fragility and vulner­
ability were stressed. To sur vive in sp.lce, thcy h:ld to supplement their 
bod ies. "N:lrur.llly," in the sense of that mythic natural ness supposedly 
inhNenr in citizen- herocs, aStronaut bodies would be lefr exposer! to the 
ha rsh vacuums, radiations, and stresses of space. Only cyborgs could Sll r~ 
vive. NewJW/'tK explai ned that "despite his frailty, man has decided to leavc 
the protective confines of ea rlh and travel through space to the :Ii rIess, life­
less, waterless surface of the moon. To overcome his physical weakness, he 
is relyin g 011 his wondrous illlellect, and on the collective technical capac­
ity of an entire nation."qJ Qua cyborg, the 3stronaut was not some "natura l" 
hero, facing and solving problems through his own strength and initiative. 
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Qua cyborg, the astronaU[ was part of an interdependent collective, part of 
a group effort. Technicians, citizens, "the mllective technical capacity of 
an entire nation," supplemented the astronaut's weakness, enabling his 
achievement and protecting his life. 

To be sure, the technological supplement wasn't easy or mnRict-free. As 

Tom Wolfe makes dear, given that the astronaut was primarily a test sub­
ject, a passenger, a tedundant component, his heroic status could not rest 
primarily on his talent or accomplishment3, especially during Project Mer­
cury. Consequently, heroism was construed in terms of bravery. And the 
reason bravery played such a significant part is that "our rockets always blew 
Up."901 Because of the string of highly publicized fai lures prC{;eding manned 
spaceflight, that some men would be willing to ride a rocket struck many in 
the press as uniquely courageous. The technology seemed unreliable; con­
sequently, the bravery of the astronaut was remarkable. Once the technol­
ogy stabilized, though, the astronaut didn't seem significantly braver than 
many other Americans, no braver, say, than those fighting in Viemam. 

For some, the technological advances, especially as linked to m mputers 
and television, were so incredible that they cast doubt on the reality 
of NASA's achievements. Norman Mailer finds the moon landing "so un­
real" that 

no objective correlative existed to prove it had not been an event stllged 
in a television studio - the greatest con of the century - and indeed a 
good mind, product of the iniquities, treacheries, gold, passion, inven­
tion, ruse, deception and rich worldly stink of the Renaissance muld 
hardly deny that the event ifbogus was as great a creation in mass hood­
winking, deception, and legerdemain as the true ascent was in technol­
ogy. engineering, and physics. Indeed, conceive of the genius of such a 
l'Onspiracy. It would rake men mightier, more trustworthy and morc re­
sourceful than anything in this century or the ones before.95 

This idea is still around. The 19705 B-movic Capricorn Ont (featuring O . J. 
Simpson) depicts a faked Mars landing. Some conspiracy theorists, the 
3.700 members of the Flat Earth Society, and about 20 million other Amer­
icans seriously question whetber the Apollo program ever landed someone 
on the moon. Y6 Most support their position by referring to the fact that the 
only evidence they've seen has been on television. \Vhy believe something 
just because it's on television? For this audience, the tcicvisuality of space 
estllblishes not the credibility of NASA but the likelihood of deception. 

The televisual unreality of NASA space, the virtual reality of space on 
screens, impacted and impact3 upon more than the conspiracy-minded, 
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however. Indeed, it contributes to the cyborgian character of the astronaut. 
Astronaur tr:lining relied on simuhuion . To root out fear, to elimin;lte con­
tingency, the astronauts repeated each move of a spaceflight countless 
times. "The idea was to decondition the beast completely, so that there 
would not be a single novel sensation on the day of the flight itself," ex­
p13ins \"'olfe.'n He describes Abn Shepard's cxperience that, even though 
he was the first America n in space, "the real thing didn't measure up. It was 
flor n'fllislic.""~ Because of the repeated simulations, Shepard could only 

compare his launch to the centrifuge, his view to photographs, the sou nds 
to recordings. "For he was introducing the era of pre-cre:lted experience," 

Wolfe writes; "His launch ing was an unerly novel evem in American his­
tory, and yet he could fed none of its novelty. He could not' feci t he 'awe­

some power' of the rocket beneath him, as the broadcasters kept referring 
to it.'''~' For Bruno Latour, "what is admirable is not how one can get into 
sp:lce, but how the complete sp:lce flight cln be simulated in :Idvance." 100 

The extlilterrestria l environment W:IS thought to be so alien that the as­
tronauts had to become "normalized" to it; space had to become f,uniliar. 
Yet ~s they became cyborgs, the sense of the difference of sp~ce from their 
hUlllan environment, the possibility of wonder, dissipated. l UI In this respect, 
Neil Armstrong W:I S "a shi ning knight of technol06'Y'" I(lZ He w:lsn'l the first 
man on the moon: he w~s the first rybQl'g on the moon. Armstrong, Mailer 
observes, preferred to spe:lk in com puterese, especially under pressure. En­
glish was LOa vague, too imprecise . "The message h:ld to be locked into :l 
form which could be transmitted by pu lse or by lack of pulse, one binary 
digit at a time, one bit, one bug instal led in each box." IOJ Indeed, Armstrong 
was so integrated into space t.echnoI06'Y, so conjoined with m~chiner}', th:lt 
"after twenty hours in a simulators" he had "dreams of computers." 10-1 

Neil Armstrong is the link to Bill Gates. 

The Final Frontier 

The co-optation and supplanting of space imagery by computer :lnd Net 
,H!vocates is deliberate and direct. Responding to the increase in on-line 
commerce, the database software vendor Or:lde developed ;1 merchaOl­
server based on the Java Internet programming 1an6TU:lge. T he server was 
code-named Project Apollo.105 Microsoft scm out a mai ling that adver­

tised new Net software to developers; lhe dominant image W;IS not of ,I 
computer, but of a Saturn V rocket'. A commercial for U.S . Robotics fea­
tures astrOllaut Sally Ride explaining; "You need stamina - that's true in 
space and it's [ruc in cybcrsp:lce."1 1IIi 

Space Programs 95 

Copyrighted Material 

Copyrighted Material 

however. Indeed, it contributes to the cyborgian character of the astronaut. 
Astronaur tr:lining relied on simuhuion . To root out fear, to elimin;lte con­
tingency, the astronauts repeated each move of a spaceflight countless 
times. "The idea was to decondition the beast completely, so that there 
would not be a single novel sensation on the day of the flight itself," ex­
p13ins \"'olfe.'n He describes Abn Shepard's cxperience that, even though 
he was the first America n in space, "the real thing didn't measure up. It was 
flor n'fllislic.""~ Because of the repeated simulations, Shepard could only 

compare his launch to the centrifuge, his view to photographs, the sou nds 
to recordings. "For he was introducing the era of pre-cre:lted experience," 

Wolfe writes; "His launch ing was an unerly novel evem in American his­
tory, and yet he could fed none of its novelty. He could not' feci t he 'awe­

some power' of the rocket beneath him, as the broadcasters kept referring 
to it.'''~' For Bruno Latour, "what is admirable is not how one can get into 
sp:lce, but how the complete sp:lce flight cln be simulated in :Idvance." 100 

The extlilterrestria l environment W:IS thought to be so alien that the as­
tronauts had to become "normalized" to it; space had to become f,uniliar. 
Yet ~s they became cyborgs, the sense of the difference of sp~ce from their 
hUlllan environment, the possibility of wonder, dissipated. l UI In this respect, 
Neil Armstrong W:I S "a shi ning knight of technol06'Y'" I(lZ He w:lsn'l the first 
man on the moon: he w~s the first rybQl'g on the moon. Armstrong, Mailer 
observes, preferred to spe:lk in com puterese, especially under pressure. En­
glish was LOa vague, too imprecise . "The message h:ld to be locked into :l 
form which could be transmitted by pu lse or by lack of pulse, one binary 
digit at a time, one bit, one bug instal led in each box." IOJ Indeed, Armstrong 
was so integrated into space t.echnoI06'Y, so conjoined with m~chiner}', th:lt 
"after twenty hours in a simulators" he had "dreams of computers." 10-1 

Neil Armstrong is the link to Bill Gates. 

The Final Frontier 

The co-optation and supplanting of space imagery by computer :lnd Net 
,H!vocates is deliberate and direct. Responding to the increase in on-line 
commerce, the database software vendor Or:lde developed ;1 merchaOl­
server based on the Java Internet programming 1an6TU:lge. T he server was 
code-named Project Apollo.105 Microsoft scm out a mai ling that adver­

tised new Net software to developers; lhe dominant image W;IS not of ,I 
computer, but of a Saturn V rocket'. A commercial for U.S . Robotics fea­
tures astrOllaut Sally Ride explaining; "You need stamina - that's true in 
space and it's [ruc in cybcrsp:lce."1 1IIi 

Space Programs 95 

Copyrighted Material 

Copyrighted Material 

however. Indeed, it contributes to the cyborgian character of the astronaut. 
Astronaur tr:lining relied on simuhuion . To root out fear, to elimin;lte con­
tingency, the astronauts repeated each move of a spaceflight countless 
times. "The idea was to decondition the beast completely, so that there 
would not be a single novel sensation on the day of the flight itself," ex­
p13ins \"'olfe.'n He describes Abn Shepard's cxperience that, even though 
he was the first America n in space, "the real thing didn't measure up. It was 
flor n'fllislic.""~ Because of the repeated simulations, Shepard could only 

compare his launch to the centrifuge, his view to photographs, the sou nds 
to recordings. "For he was introducing the era of pre-cre:lted experience," 

Wolfe writes; "His launch ing was an unerly novel evem in American his­
tory, and yet he could fed none of its novelty. He could not' feci t he 'awe­

some power' of the rocket beneath him, as the broadcasters kept referring 
to it.'''~' For Bruno Latour, "what is admirable is not how one can get into 
sp:lce, but how the complete sp:lce flight cln be simulated in :Idvance." 100 

The extlilterrestria l environment W:IS thought to be so alien that the as­
tronauts had to become "normalized" to it; space had to become f,uniliar. 
Yet ~s they became cyborgs, the sense of the difference of sp~ce from their 
hUlllan environment, the possibility of wonder, dissipated. l UI In this respect, 
Neil Armstrong W:I S "a shi ning knight of technol06'Y'" I(lZ He w:lsn'l the first 
man on the moon: he w~s the first rybQl'g on the moon. Armstrong, Mailer 
observes, preferred to spe:lk in com puterese, especially under pressure. En­
glish was LOa vague, too imprecise . "The message h:ld to be locked into :l 
form which could be transmitted by pu lse or by lack of pulse, one binary 
digit at a time, one bit, one bug instal led in each box." IOJ Indeed, Armstrong 
was so integrated into space t.echnoI06'Y, so conjoined with m~chiner}', th:lt 
"after twenty hours in a simulators" he had "dreams of computers." 10-1 

Neil Armstrong is the link to Bill Gates. 

The Final Frontier 

The co-optation and supplanting of space imagery by computer :lnd Net 
,H!vocates is deliberate and direct. Responding to the increase in on-line 
commerce, the database software vendor Or:lde developed ;1 merchaOl­
server based on the Java Internet programming 1an6TU:lge. T he server was 
code-named Project Apollo.105 Microsoft scm out a mai ling that adver­

tised new Net software to developers; lhe dominant image W;IS not of ,I 
computer, but of a Saturn V rocket'. A commercial for U.S . Robotics fea­
tures astrOllaut Sally Ride explaining; "You need stamina - that's true in 
space and it's [ruc in cybcrsp:lce."1 1IIi 

Space Programs 95 

Copyrighted Material 



Copyrighted Material 

But the link between computers and space h:ls been in place for a long 
time. Images of consoles and monitors appeared with those of launches, 

orbits, and moon walks. As Shepard and Sl ayton write: "In rhe t\I'entieth 
cenmry, two distinctly different technologies emerged : the {I igit:ll com­
pliler and the liquid -fueled rocker. " Ill] Net guru Howard Rhcingold crcd­

it.<; NASA with a founding role in the development of virmal-re:tlity tech­
nologies. In his words, "NASA, appropriatel~', was the inSlimtion that 
Ltunched the first real puhlic exploration of cyherspace. NASA was the 

opening of the cra of the realit}'-i ndustrial complex - the llet\l'ork of aca­
demic and commerc ial research and (icvc lopmellt and cntrepreneurial ven­
["ures that might grow inLO a new teehnolo!,ry-based industry."I (J~ And, of 
toursc, much scie nce fi c tion relies on the link between computers and 
space. Stanley Kuhrick's film of is<lac Asimo\"s 1001: II Sprue OdyssC] is but 
one \'ivid example. "I-lelia, D:lVe." 

Now, as the film Apollo f J and Fred signa l, computers do more than sup­
port the explorations of a few good men. Today outcrsp:lce is iust one con­
tent among man),; and NASA-space p:lles before colorful, exciting, ufolog­
ical space. It isn't surprising th:lt fo lks on the \Vorld \·Vide \Veb would try 
to jan up the photos transmitte<1 from Mars, ad<ling aliens an(1 making 
them their own. The reasons for exploring sp:lce rcm:lin the same: bee<luse 
it's there; because we can; because of the incre:lse in information. In light 
of some versions of the pr:lct icalities of global , consumer, entertainment 
Cllimre at the mi llennium, however, cyberspace easily wins alit. More 
people can cruise the Net than can experience a hHlnch. Cyberspace isn't 
so dangerous, despite the spec ter of pedophi les and pornogT<1phers and 
UFO cultists looking for suicid.ll volunteers that haunts apocalyptic cyber­

skeptics. 
The f3ilure of space exploration to inspire, to symholize the future, is 

not, I have argued, simply the result of cyheri:m :lchievcment or c\'en nl:J.r­
keti ng. Rather, it is an effect of the contradictions arising out of NASA's 
preoccupation with openness, freedom, and democr..ll1'; it was inscribed 
into the very televisuality of outerspace. By Apollo's end, it W:lS more th:lll 
clear that the astronaut cou ld not represent Amerie,\ or Amcricans. T he 
r<lced, sexed, gcndcred, and classed speci ficiti es of the astronauts excluded 
tOo man}' Americ:ms. Not onl~' could few Americans sec themselves :1S as­
tronauts, but many wamcd to sce more th:ln astronaut :1chievements. Some 
wa nted to ;'do their own th ing." 

NASA's use of tele"ision to produce witnesses for its achicvcmcnt.'i i n~ 

stalled heroic astronauts :mel c itizen~spectators at the imerf:lee between 
politica! and popul ar cul mres. Ideal ly, t he active heroes wou ld have been 
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supported by a passive, feminized audience who t hrough dlis support 
would realize their own hopes and dreams. But the technologies of space 
and television, of computers and communication, displaced this ideal. 
Television brought public space inside. In so doing, it subjected political 
spectacles to the demands of the medium and made possible similar sons 
of criticisms, resistances, and fanmsies:' 09 Watching television was linked to 

the activity of citizenship. Furthermore, the computerization of spaceflight 
detracted from the agency of astronauts. Automatic pilots transported de­
pendent, passive, cyborgian passengers. Technicians called the shots. To­
day, armed by Bill Gates, they run the show, sending computers to Mars. 

Astronaut space suits now appear as uniforms for the Centers for Dis­
ease Control in films and repom on Ebola (which often stands in for AIDS). 
They now function as containment suits for the fabrication of silicon 
wafers and computer chips. The cyborgian astronaut has given way to 
the cyberian citizen, the Netizen. In computerized entertainment culture, 
cruising cyberspace, expanding cyberspace, is much more exciting than 
watching a rocket launch on television (though not, perhaps, for some, as 
exciting as watching a live rocket explosion). \Ve can watch more than what 
the government o r a select few produce for our passive consumption, more 
than what is fed to nourish a particular public within the pregivcn limits of 
a healthy society. Nct\.\-·orked computers provide a bener combination 
of domesticity, spectatorship, and action than the televisual public space 
offered by NASA. Networked space, moreover, has forfeited claims to 
some "public" sphere, space, or status. Netizens are astronauts and audi­
ence. Millions visited NASA sites during the PathftnJrr mission. 

NASA tried to increase its audience share, and produce a new audi­
ence, by turning the space shutde imo a marker of inclusion. By that time, 
some folks had cable, remotes; others had bener things to do. Interest 
picked up with the Reagan administration's "Teacher in Space" program. 
This program took the domestication of space to an extreme: it brought 
on board someone from the audience. But Christa McAuliffe wouldn't re­
ally become an astronaut, not in any ideal sense. She would remain a pas­
senger. She would reenact the role of spectator by recording her experi­
ences in space. The blatancy of the arpeal to [he everyday contributed to 
the decline of trust that would culminate the next year, the year after the 
Challmgrr C%plosion. 
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Virtually Credible 

More Good Reasons to St.y Home 

Things have changed since lhe sixties. Today, in the so very progressive 
nineties, women can be astronauts. In 11)96 Shannon Lucid spent a record­
breaking ,88 clays in spal'e. Admittedly, she didn't get the TV coverage or 

adularion of a John Glenn or Neil Armstrong, but she made the evening 
news, and more than once. Despite her achievement, Lucid is not cast as a 
hero. In Nrwrweek's cover article on Lucid's spacetime, reporter Sharon 
Begley refers to the astronaut as one of the "flying Ph.D 's." She presents 
Lucid's experiments with candles and quail eggs as part of NASA's effort 
to change its "macho image." 1 Scott Carpenter, one o f the Mercury Seven, 
is quoted saying. "Test pilots are members of a more heroic society than 
Ph.D physicists, and heroes give the enterprise a ccrtain mystique and 
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glory it needs fo r funding. But in a we ll-rounded space program you can 
have both."2 H e acknowledges, generously, that it is better to be a rocket 

scientist than a space cadet, and better sti ll to be a test pilot; in Carpenter's 

world, still the only real hero. 
Carpenter's simultaneous femin ization of physics and bracketing of Lu­

cid's time in space from the domain of the heroic reminds us that astronauts 

don't get parades anymore. The excitement is no longer t here. For Begley, 
current asO'onauts are not even Teal astronaut; they're just "gloried team­
sters who drive the space shuttle into orbit to deliver satellites." ) Outer­

space is now earthly, mundane. As predictable as the shurtle's launcb sched­
ule, ourcrspacc has lost its mystery. And even when a launch is canceled, it's 
only for scientific reasons, certainly. Certain, scientific, predictable, mun­
dane astronauts fail to capture the popuJar imagination. They are as every­
day as housework and bills. As is usually the case when women enter a pro­
fession , SO it is with astronauts that their prestige has declined. 

As I have argued, however, t he decline in prestige associated with the 
"everydayness" of astronaut achievements was an effcct of NASA's effort to 

make the astronauts approachable and predictable, to make them repre­
sentative Americans, to make their successes our own. NASA's goals, and 
the use of televisual spectacle to achieve those goals, came into conAiet 
with themselves. The celebrntion of technology clashed with the represen­
tations of freedom. The spectacle of openness exposed many places in 
American life that were shut out of the theatrics of space. 

"'hat remains of NASA's equation is the link between space and the 
everyday. If the debacle of the "Teacher in Space" program and the explo­
sion of the Cba/lmgrr demonstr.lte anyt hing, it's that this connection con­
tinues to be powerfully seductive in American popular culture. It is particu­
larly powerful in those images of straight white men and women used to 

represent ideal citizens in an idealized televisual public. Within these fields 
and thematics the men's activities arc heroic; the women are left to signify 
the everyday. This was Christa McAuliffe's role as the first "teacher in 
space." 

In ncr srudy of the ill-fated decision to launch the Challtl'lgrron the cold 
morning of January 28, 1986, Diane Vaughan explains: "The successful 
launch of a mission including an 'avernge citizen' - a teacher- was a 
major statement about the reliability of space travel ." ~ Constance Penley 
develops this idea, pointing out the myriad problems NASA faced at the 
time. She describes the Teacher in Space program as "the largest public­
relations bandwagon ever mobilized by the space agency." Thus: 
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The hook was precisely McAuliffe's representative mediocrity, which 
was immediately given the more appealing spin of her "ordinariness." 
NASA hoped the public would reidentify with the agency and its costly 
projects through idemification with McAuliffe in her role as ordinary 
wife, mother, teacher, and private citizen in space. McAuliffe had to bear 
a huge representational load: all the hopes for future U.S. space explo­
ration ar a time when that future looked precarious.s 

'Whereas the aso-onam's representational Status was grounded in his very 
extraordinariness, his courage, his strength, his best-of-the-brightesmess, 
McAuliffe's was all the humbler, oriented toward that domesticized, femi­
nized white public which had long wimessed America's achievements in 
space. Now, after their years of patient support, their dutiful television 
watching, this audience would get a chance to part icipate, to be part of 
spaceRight, to experience the adventure. 

If any of us in the "public" identified with McAuliffe, what might we 
ha\'e lost as we wimesscd the Cbs/lmgtr's explosion over and over again, 
and as we failed to acknowledge that McAuliffe and the other astronauts 
died not in the explosion but in the crash more than two minutes later? 6 

If we didn't identify with McAuliffe, what opporrnnities might we have 
missed, opportunities to conteSt yet again the warranting of some bodies as 
representative, to resist the production of some actions and events as the 
best grounds for calling others of us together as public wimesses? As we 
learned more about the pointlessness of the Cballmgtr's loss, of the Reagan 
administration's self-serving manipulation of the launch time, some of us 
turned our back on politics. Trust in government seemed misplaced. Judg­
ment seemed a matter of media, ratings, and approval . The disaster gave us 
another good reason to stay home, to rurn from outerspace and toward the 
new opportunities available in cyberspace, in personal computers, VCRs, 
and camcorders. The Cba/l~ngt1" explosion, in other words, made us more 
willing to thin!.: about outerspace coming to us. 

The death of Christa McAuliffe in 1986 c~ln be linked [Q the popularity 
of abduction in 1987. Underlying both is a crisis in judgment, in credibil­
ity. Science and technology are not reliable. Public reasons are strictly tele­
visual. How can we know what to believe and whom to trust? Although ab­
duction stories had been p~n of ufology for more than twenty years, 
although a couple had even received attention in the mainstream press, it 
was in 1987 that two abduction books, \¥hitley Strieber's Commllnion and 
Budd Hopldns's lntrudm, made the best-seller lists. These two books, 
moreover, changed the tone of the abduction story circulating in popular 
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culrure. Rather than an outside event, happening mostly to men on the 
road, as hinted at in Closr Enrountm of tbr Third Kind and described in the 
~~dcly publicized cases of Betty and Barney Hill in the early sixties and 
Travis Walton in the seventies, abduction in the late eighties happens in~ 
side, in bedrooms. 

Moreover, as Strieber and Hopkins describe it, the aliens are much 
more interested in sex, genitals, and reproduction than earlier rcports let 
on. Strieber occupies in his texts a tr.Iditionally feminine position. Not only 
is he a parent, heavily identified with his home and his child, but he is also 
repeatedly violated and abused. His home, his bedroom, is a si te for his 
vulnerability. He is rnped and afraid either to remember or to speak his 
experience. Hopkins makes women fearured figures in narrntives of alien 
abduction. He dest-Tibes in detail t he intrusions of aliens into the repro­
ductive dimensions of women's lives, gi\~ng voice to women's fears and 
anxieties as their bodies are colonized to produce a hybrid rnce. 

The Cballrngrr explosion marks the end of public fasc ination with and 
interest in the American space program (though interest seems to be re~ 
rurfling with reports of Martian life and the use of the Internet to bring the 
Pathfinder mission inra the homes of everyday people). NASA was already 
facing problems with declining public willingness to supporT further ven~ 

tures in space. McAuliffe's death hastened this but, even more, the Cha/~ 

Imgrr disaster created a strong link in popular culture between ordinary 
women and the horrors of outerspace. Outerspace was now alien space. The 
link between alien space and women, available in science fi ction, had nOt 
yet been part of science fact, al though the media focus on the domestic lh·es 
of the astronauts was a move in this direction. Constance Penley evokes the 
"horror of women in space" as a cultural disavowal both of women who 
"forget their place" and of the death of the ChaJJrngrr crew at the moment 
of splashdown. I want to link this horror of women in space with abduction, 
with the horrors experienced and evoked by abductees. Prior to the Cha/~ 
Imgrr disaster, outerspace remained for the most part a terrain for the 
heroic achievements of men. Christa McAuliffe's death opened cultural 
imaginings of space to the sacrifice and victimization of women. 

The Cballmgrr disaster, moreover, crashed through the barriers crucial 
to political spectacle's capacity to call into being a believing public. Televi· 
sual political spectacles are produced to be wimessed. Their credibility, 
their power as demonstrations of political will, achievement, triumph, is an 
effect of their being wimessed. With the Cballmgrr explosion, however, 
the \\~messing becomes detached from credibility because what was wit· 
nessed W2S incredible, unimaginable. horrible. Viewers saw what they were 
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abduction. He dest-Tibes in detail t he intrusions of aliens into the repro­
ductive dimensions of women's lives, gi\~ng voice to women's fears and 
anxieties as their bodies are colonized to produce a hybrid rnce. 

The Cballrngrr explosion marks the end of public fasc ination with and 
interest in the American space program (though interest seems to be re~ 
rurfling with reports of Martian life and the use of the Internet to bring the 
Pathfinder mission inra the homes of everyday people). NASA was already 
facing problems with declining public willingness to supporT further ven~ 

tures in space. McAuliffe's death hastened this but, even more, the Cha/~ 

Imgrr disaster created a strong link in popular culture between ordinary 
women and the horrors of outerspace. Outerspace was now alien space. The 
link between alien space and women, available in science fi ction, had nOt 
yet been part of science fact, al though the media focus on the domestic lh·es 
of the astronauts was a move in this direction. Constance Penley evokes the 
"horror of women in space" as a cultural disavowal both of women who 
"forget their place" and of the death of the ChaJJrngrr crew at the moment 
of splashdown. I want to link this horror of women in space with abduction, 
with the horrors experienced and evoked by abductees. Prior to the Cha/~ 
Imgrr disaster, outerspace remained for the most part a terrain for the 
heroic achievements of men. Christa McAuliffe's death opened cultural 
imaginings of space to the sacrifice and victimization of women. 

The Cballmgrr disaster, moreover, crashed through the barriers crucial 
to political spectacle's capacity to call into being a believing public. Televi· 
sual political spectacles are produced to be wimessed. Their credibility, 
their power as demonstrations of political will, achievement, triumph, is an 
effect of their being wimessed. With the Cballmgrr explosion, however, 
the \\~messing becomes detached from credibility because what was wit· 
nessed W2S incredible, unimaginable. horrible. Viewers saw what they were 
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not supposed to see cven as they fulfilled their dury to watch. Under these 
conditions, witnessing the disaster was wimessing the corruption and po­
litieal venality of NASA and the Reagan administration, the baseness of the 
motives for the Teacher in Space program, the sham that was the space pro­
gram. It was wimessing the very dullness of space travel: the crew hadn't 
been figured as heroes; thcir deaths lacked that dimension of meaning and 
purpose. And it was wimessing anew the alien qualities of space and tech­
nology: that which was supposed to protect us, that which was supposed to 

let us claim space beyond earth, was revealed as contingent and unreliable 
and deadly as space itself. 

The field of intelligibility, the terrain in which witnessing was siruated, 
changed. It shifted from the object or event to the contexts and complexi­
ties in and through which the event was constiruted. The ever repeating 
horror thus callcd into being, interpellated, nor a civic public united in 
mourning, but myriad networks for questioning, searching, and criticiz­
ing. ' Indeed, the Pathfindrr mission acknowledges these nerworl.:s, rccog­
niring the importance of multiple points of access to space, science, and 
technology. But this was not the case with the Chllf/rngrrdisastcrj or, rather, 

it was the Cbnllrngrr disaster that contributed to the possibility of and need 
for a new way of connecting with outerspace. To witness the explosion was 
nor simply to follow the script written for the audicnct:: in the thcatrics of 

space. To witness now meant to interrogate the conditions that produced 
the disaster- or to ask how many times duty rcquired watching the Chn/­
lengrr explode. 

No abductee has ever been given a paradc. Compared with astronauts 
they arc victims, not heroes. Many arc taken into spacc, chosen in accor­
dance with some unknown criteria rather than through competitive tests 
with clear, objective standards. Some stay at home, and space and its alicn 
inhabitants come to them. Again. though, they are chosen, a select group. 
The criteria for their selection are no doubt unfathomably demanding. 
Why else would the aliens be able to find American women fit for the rig­
ors of space when NASA had such trouble locating women qualified 
enough to be astronauts? Penley notes that during the late 19505 twenty­
five experienced women pilots went through thc battery of tests for the 
Mercury training program. Thirteen passed, but the program was shut 
down and NASA refused to approve women for space travel. "The womcn 
pilots had been found to be marc resistant to radiation," Penley writes, 
"less subjcct to heart attacks, and better able to endurc extremes of heat, 
cold, pain, noise, and loneliness."8 Some abductees feel honored to have 
heen chosen, especially to participatc in an intergalactic breeding project. 

10 1 .... '-.1 .......... ric. 

ahan dengan haK 

not supposed to see cven as they fulfilled their dury to watch. Under these 
conditions, witnessing the disaster was wimessing the corruption and po­
litieal venality of NASA and the Reagan administration, the baseness of the 
motives for the Teacher in Space program, the sham that was the space pro­
gram. It was wimessing the very dullness of space travel: the crew hadn't 
been figured as heroes; thcir deaths lacked that dimension of meaning and 
purpose. And it was wimessing anew the alien qualities of space and tech­
nology: that which was supposed to protect us, that which was supposed to 

let us claim space beyond earth, was revealed as contingent and unreliable 
and deadly as space itself. 

The field of intelligibility, the terrain in which witnessing was siruated, 
changed. It shifted from the object or event to the contexts and complexi­
ties in and through which the event was constiruted. The ever repeating 
horror thus callcd into being, interpellated, nor a civic public united in 
mourning, but myriad networks for questioning, searching, and criticiz­
ing. ' Indeed, the Pathfindrr mission acknowledges these nerworl.:s, rccog­
niring the importance of multiple points of access to space, science, and 
technology. But this was not the case with the Chllf/rngrrdisastcrj or, rather, 

it was the Cbnllrngrr disaster that contributed to the possibility of and need 
for a new way of connecting with outerspace. To witness the explosion was 
nor simply to follow the script written for the audicnct:: in the thcatrics of 

space. To witness now meant to interrogate the conditions that produced 
the disaster- or to ask how many times duty rcquired watching the Chn/­
lengrr explode. 

No abductee has ever been given a paradc. Compared with astronauts 
they arc victims, not heroes. Many arc taken into spacc, chosen in accor­
dance with some unknown criteria rather than through competitive tests 
with clear, objective standards. Some stay at home, and space and its alicn 
inhabitants come to them. Again. though, they are chosen, a select group. 
The criteria for their selection are no doubt unfathomably demanding. 
Why else would the aliens be able to find American women fit for the rig­
ors of space when NASA had such trouble locating women qualified 
enough to be astronauts? Penley notes that during the late 19505 twenty­
five experienced women pilots went through thc battery of tests for the 
Mercury training program. Thirteen passed, but the program was shut 
down and NASA refused to approve women for space travel. "The womcn 
pilots had been found to be marc resistant to radiation," Penley writes, 
"less subjcct to heart attacks, and better able to endurc extremes of heat, 
cold, pain, noise, and loneliness."8 Some abductees feel honored to have 
heen chosen, especially to participatc in an intergalactic breeding project. 

10 1 .... '-.1 .......... ric. 

ahan dengan haK 

not supposed to see cven as they fulfilled their dury to watch. Under these 
conditions, witnessing the disaster was wimessing the corruption and po­
litieal venality of NASA and the Reagan administration, the baseness of the 
motives for the Teacher in Space program, the sham that was the space pro­
gram. It was wimessing the very dullness of space travel: the crew hadn't 
been figured as heroes; thcir deaths lacked that dimension of meaning and 
purpose. And it was wimessing anew the alien qualities of space and tech­
nology: that which was supposed to protect us, that which was supposed to 

let us claim space beyond earth, was revealed as contingent and unreliable 
and deadly as space itself. 

The field of intelligibility, the terrain in which witnessing was siruated, 
changed. It shifted from the object or event to the contexts and complexi­
ties in and through which the event was constiruted. The ever repeating 
horror thus callcd into being, interpellated, nor a civic public united in 
mourning, but myriad networks for questioning, searching, and criticiz­
ing. ' Indeed, the Pathfindrr mission acknowledges these nerworl.:s, rccog­
niring the importance of multiple points of access to space, science, and 
technology. But this was not the case with the Chllf/rngrrdisastcrj or, rather, 

it was the Cbnllrngrr disaster that contributed to the possibility of and need 
for a new way of connecting with outerspace. To witness the explosion was 
nor simply to follow the script written for the audicnct:: in the thcatrics of 

space. To witness now meant to interrogate the conditions that produced 
the disaster- or to ask how many times duty rcquired watching the Chn/­
lengrr explode. 

No abductee has ever been given a paradc. Compared with astronauts 
they arc victims, not heroes. Many arc taken into spacc, chosen in accor­
dance with some unknown criteria rather than through competitive tests 
with clear, objective standards. Some stay at home, and space and its alicn 
inhabitants come to them. Again. though, they are chosen, a select group. 
The criteria for their selection are no doubt unfathomably demanding. 
Why else would the aliens be able to find American women fit for the rig­
ors of space when NASA had such trouble locating women qualified 
enough to be astronauts? Penley notes that during the late 19505 twenty­
five experienced women pilots went through thc battery of tests for the 
Mercury training program. Thirteen passed, but the program was shut 
down and NASA refused to approve women for space travel. "The womcn 
pilots had been found to be marc resistant to radiation," Penley writes, 
"less subjcct to heart attacks, and better able to endurc extremes of heat, 
cold, pain, noise, and loneliness."8 Some abductees feel honored to have 
heen chosen, especially to participatc in an intergalactic breeding project. 

10 1 .... '-.1 .......... ric. 

ahan dengan haK 

not supposed to see cven as they fulfilled their dury to watch. Under these 
conditions, witnessing the disaster was wimessing the corruption and po­
litieal venality of NASA and the Reagan administration, the baseness of the 
motives for the Teacher in Space program, the sham that was the space pro­
gram. It was wimessing the very dullness of space travel: the crew hadn't 
been figured as heroes; thcir deaths lacked that dimension of meaning and 
purpose. And it was wimessing anew the alien qualities of space and tech­
nology: that which was supposed to protect us, that which was supposed to 

let us claim space beyond earth, was revealed as contingent and unreliable 
and deadly as space itself. 

The field of intelligibility, the terrain in which witnessing was siruated, 
changed. It shifted from the object or event to the contexts and complexi­
ties in and through which the event was constiruted. The ever repeating 
horror thus callcd into being, interpellated, nor a civic public united in 
mourning, but myriad networks for questioning, searching, and criticiz­
ing. ' Indeed, the Pathfindrr mission acknowledges these nerworl.:s, rccog­
niring the importance of multiple points of access to space, science, and 
technology. But this was not the case with the Chllf/rngrrdisastcrj or, rather, 

it was the Cbnllrngrr disaster that contributed to the possibility of and need 
for a new way of connecting with outerspace. To witness the explosion was 
nor simply to follow the script written for the audicnct:: in the thcatrics of 

space. To witness now meant to interrogate the conditions that produced 
the disaster- or to ask how many times duty rcquired watching the Chn/­
lengrr explode. 

No abductee has ever been given a paradc. Compared with astronauts 
they arc victims, not heroes. Many arc taken into spacc, chosen in accor­
dance with some unknown criteria rather than through competitive tests 
with clear, objective standards. Some stay at home, and space and its alicn 
inhabitants come to them. Again. though, they are chosen, a select group. 
The criteria for their selection are no doubt unfathomably demanding. 
Why else would the aliens be able to find American women fit for the rig­
ors of space when NASA had such trouble locating women qualified 
enough to be astronauts? Penley notes that during the late 19505 twenty­
five experienced women pilots went through thc battery of tests for the 
Mercury training program. Thirteen passed, but the program was shut 
down and NASA refused to approve women for space travel. "The womcn 
pilots had been found to be marc resistant to radiation," Penley writes, 
"less subjcct to heart attacks, and better able to endurc extremes of heat, 
cold, pain, noise, and loneliness."8 Some abductees feel honored to have 
heen chosen, especially to participatc in an intergalactic breeding project. 

10 1 .... '-.1 .......... ric. 

ahan dengan haK 



If not a new breed of men, as John Glenn predicted of the astronauts, the 
abductees may at least be new breeders, taJcing on, in their 0 \\.'1l special way, 
the familiar role of mothers of furu re citizens so often inscribed on women's 
bodies. Nonetheless it remains the case that NASA picks astronauts; aliens 
pick abductees, and that just isn't enough for a parade. 

America doesn't celebrate its victims, although their rerum may be 
cause for commendation, especially if complicated negotiations and arms 
deals aren't necessary to secure it. Instead, America ogles its victims. Con­
temporary political and economic policies and practices enable most ur­
bans to dwell upon the homeless, to nOte tbe details of their bodily habits 
and smells almost daily. Poor children with enormous black eyes gaze out 
from all manner of appeals for donations ~ if not completely charitable, 
then at least tax-deductible. Contemporary corporate culrure and trash 
media provide a variety of spaces within which one can make a spectacle of 
oneself. 

Abductees may not get parades, but they do get on television. Their 
televisual presence, moreover, links them with the real, with that which 
happens. Alan Nadel notes that the public space in which history is enacted 
is televisual.9 lf a tree falls in a fo rest o r a nanny beats a chi ld in an empty 
ap:uunent and it's all on \~deo, then, yes, it happened. If a man walks on the 
moon and a woman describes being taken into an alien craft for a vaginal 

scraping and television is there to catch it, then, yes, it happened. Or at least 
it makes sense to think so, especially in a culrure where fo lks watching tele­
vision can be hailed as the public, where wimessing a televised spectacle is 
supposed to be a civic act. Under these conditions, seeing is believing ~ 
except when what is wimessed is incredible, except when you have twO 
thousand channels. 

Like the astronaut, the abductee is a televisual identity. It is an identity 
sustained by its relationship to a television-viewing audience, to a media­
tized society that can tr.Insmit information about its available meanings 
and comours globally, rapidly, electronically. The abductee is an identity 
possible in part because it is produced in a location that is itself a media 
product. It occupies that point where space, government, and technology 
intersect, a point fabricated as the domicile of the astronaut. Astronauts 
figured prominently in the news media of the 1960s. Abductees are regular 
fixtures on the 19905 news alternatives: daytime talk shows, Larry King, 
unsolved and true-life mysteries, tabloid lV. This is not to say that all 
abductees appea r or even want to appear on television. Many abductees 
refuse to go public. Nonetheless, most report t hat reading or watching 
Communion or lntrtldn-s, seeing something about abduction on television, 
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or talking with someone who had was their first step toward naming and 

understanding their abduction experience. And those outside the abductee 
community, those with little to no in[Crest in such alien maners, still pick 

up on the references to abduction pasted into sitcoms like Srinfild and Ellm. 

Entertaining Abduction 

SkeptiC!; often dismiss abductees as publicity hungry. The assumption 
behind this dismissal is that the desire to appear on television is suong 
enough to override any thought about what might occur on the air. Tele­
visual space is supposedly so alluring that it can seduce anyone into doing 

or saying most anything in front of the camern, or at least anyone who is 
not on a mornl or intellectual ground as high as the skeptic's. Perhaps some 
people crnve this sort of publicity. Perhaps their sense of what is public or 
what it is to participaH! in public life or in the life of a public is strictly tele­
visual. Perhaps the only actions that count for them as public actions are 
those that are conferred legitimacy through the televising of their perfor­
mance. Or maybe some of the people who appear on GrrolM and So1ly Jt!S~ 
RPpbod and Moretl Williams are masochists or exhibitionists who get off on 
the cycle of confession, ridicule, and occasional redemption in the ritual of 
rabloid ra lk shows. 

Not surprisingly, abductees present their public appearances rnthcr dif­
ferently. "Going public" is an act of brnvery, a sacrifice made on behalf of 

public safety and knowledge. An ad announcing the availability of abductee 
Leah Haley for speeches and engagements mentions that she "has been fea ­
tured in Omni magazine and has been a guest on Th~ Joan Rivrrr Show, En­
(QU1IUTS, Suin Onlin~ and many others, and has delivered speeches from 
coast to coast. Her courage has been an inspirntion to tens of thousands of 
others who have had to cope with extraordinary situations." To speak in 
public is, for abductees, heroic be<:ause what they have to say is not suitable 
for public discourse. Talk of aliens and flying saucers is outside the terms 
of American public debate; it is beyond the parameters of legitimate dis­
cussion. Abductees acknowledge that, from the perspective of the domi­
nant culrure, their words are illogical, unreasonable, unscientific. Yet they 
insist, as a matter of right, truth, and survival, that these words be spoken. 
They speak, braving the incredulity they mow they will encounter, because 
they experience it themselves. 

Abcluctee, Anna Jamerson, writes: "I'm not sure I will ever really accept 
my involvement with the aliens; it's just too bizarre, tOO f.u from the real-
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ity I have mown for all of my life." Like those of other abductees, Jamer­
son's words overflow with doubt, ours and her own. Despite or perhaps be­
cause of this lack of certainty, Jamerson insisrs that she will continue to 
fight ag2inst the aliens. "I'll fight for my sanity, for my right to choose to 
live my life without interference from them, for your right to mow what is 
happening to me and thousands of your friends and neighbors, and for ab­
ductees' righrs to be taken seriously in their quest for physical, emotional 
and mental support in dealing with their personal alien invasion." 10 

We in the public, the privileged "we" connoted by the very notion of 
"the public," might want to ogle abductees, even buy their books, but we 
certainly would not choose to entertain their ideas. Better to let them en­
tertain us. In his essay "The Celebrity Freak: MichaelJackson's 'Grotesque 
Glory,'" David D. Yuan links alien abductions with contemporary re­
enacnnenrs of the freak show. In the tabloid hierarchy of the weird, Yuan 
suggesrs, competition for the tOp rung is between cxtrnterrestrials and 
celebrity freaks like Michael Jackson.11 Like many of those who are un­
willingly "enfreaked," abductees are afraid that people will laugh at them. 
They fear, as abductee Beth Collings puts it, being "unceremoniously cat­
egorized as crazy lIS a rabid hOlmd, a person to be shunned, a person in dire 
need of profmional collnu/ing, even a person who is possibly a victim of 
childhood abuse."l1 Even as they feel their duty to tell-fo warn-the 

rest of us, they mow we have no duty to watch or listen ro them. They 
Imow that their appearances are less likely to hail us as citizens than they 
are to call us into being as armchair therapisrs, proud rationalists, or stone­
throwing sadisrs. 

Given the limirs and presuppositions of so-called public speech, UFO 
investigators and abduction researchers commend abductees for overcom­
ing their fears and telling the truth, especially the sexual and reproductive 
details. about their experiences. In his introduction to Abducted! The Story 
of tbe intnititTs Continuts . .. Budd Hopkins praises Debbie Jordan's "pio­
neering decision" to reveal information about a disappearing pregnancy 
and hybrid child. For his best-selling book lntnkkrr, she had been willing 
to tell her story about a pregnancy that, though seemi.ngly normal, mys­
teriously stopped, ending without a trace until she recalled an abduction 
experience in which she was shown an alien child that she realized was her 
daughter. Hopkins finds that Jordan's "uncommon courage has made it 
easier for hundreds of men and women since dlCn to unburden them­
selves, thereby immeasurably aiding UFO research and facilitating the 
work of therapisrs and investigators." IJ Similarly, in his introduction to 
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"Missing FettlS Syndnrme. "Jeffrey Westover writes, "This is the fe'lJutie version of 

On the Table. ' A fottlS, egg, is extracted fiwll the fe'lJlole body and a hybrid offip1jng, 

tbe chick with black eyes, results." (Jeffrey S. Westover ©I997J 

Katharina Wilson's The Alien Jigsaw, Hopkins lauds the "extraordinary 
bravery, intelligence, and strength possessed by very many abductees."H 
His language evokes the remarkable courage and talent usually admired in 
astronauts. 

Although they inhabit a similar space, abductees lack the kind of support 
NASA put behind the Mercury and Apollo astronauts. Outside the protec­
tive gravity of MUFON and their various abductee groups, they enter alien 
televisual space untethered. In the cultural mainstream, in the televisual 
public sphere, these subcultural heroines play the sacrificial role of victims. 
When Ricki Lake featured abductees, their parents, and a blond, blue-eyed 
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woman in silver shirt who claimed to be an alien, the audience was vocifer­

ous in its ridicule and condemnation. The abductees were repeatedly ac­
cused of lying, foolishness, and an inability to face reality. Making them­

selves vulnerable, publicly violating the boundaries of the real, they were 
roundly condemned. The heroism of the astronauts always involved their 

vulnerability in alien space, their willingness to venture beyond the already 
known. 

Those few in Ricki Lake's audience who voiced support for the ab­
ductees tended to adopt a relativist "everyone is entitled to her own opin­

ion" SOrt of language. From the position that only arrogance would lead 
one to deny the possibility of life on other planets, these defenders moved 
quickly to claim that, although they didn't rea lly believe in abduction, they 

could understand if someone else did. Momentarily detouring inoo the pro­
tective field of personal uninvolvement, they nonetheless sought an episte­

mological compromise, one based on twO quite reasonable suppositions. 
First, a supporter would posit that Eanh is surely not the only planet that 

supports intelligent life. Second, she or he would claim that each person of­
fers a unique perspective that should be respected. For the Rick; audience, 

as well as for many within the UFO community, and in faCt most folks with 
whom I've gonen into casual discussions about aliens, the conviction that 
underlies and connects these two suppositions is one of humility. It's as if 

supportive members of the audience are asking themselves, "Who am I to 

judge?" They remind me of my Southern Baptist upbrinl:,.ing and folks' 

efforts to avoid backsliding into the sin of pride. 
Controversial metaphysics aside, that the call to give abductees a hear­

ing is constructed through an appeal to the unique value of each individual 
person gives abductees' public appearances a rather democratic and protes­
tant character. Against a scientific priesthood, the individual is held up as 
an independent source of knowledge. Supporting abductecs, or at least re­

specting their right to their opinions, appears to be radical, a way 00 resist 
(for a time) the dominance of scientific and governmental elites invested 
not simply in a particular determination of the real, but in set hierarchies 
for the production and validation of legitimate knowledge. Entertaining 
abduction bet'Qmcs a momentary popular cnaconent of what it might 
mean acrually to respect uniqueness and individuality. It is a performative 

rejection of the ci rcumscription of permissible, public, reality. It's a rejec­
tion that ironically reiterates and claims as its own the terms of ideal dis­
course in a public sphere. 

Rejecting reali ty has become possible because of the culturally wide­
spread move toward inscribing knowledge onto that which is known 

VIrtually Credible 107 

"... , , ~ 

woman in silver shirt who claimed to be an alien, the audience was vocifer­

ous in its ridicule and condemnation. The abductees were repeatedly ac­
cused of lying, foolishness, and an inability to face reality. Making them­

selves vulnerable, publicly violating the boundaries of the real, they were 
roundly condemned. The heroism of the astronauts always involved their 

vulnerability in alien space, their willingness to venture beyond the already 
known. 

Those few in Ricki Lake's audience who voiced support for the ab­
ductees tended to adopt a relativist "everyone is entitled to her own opin­

ion" SOrt of language. From the position that only arrogance would lead 
one to deny the possibility of life on other planets, these defenders moved 
quickly to claim that, although they didn't rea lly believe in abduction, they 

could understand if someone else did. Momentarily detouring inoo the pro­
tective field of personal uninvolvement, they nonetheless sought an episte­

mological compromise, one based on twO quite reasonable suppositions. 
First, a supporter would posit that Eanh is surely not the only planet that 

supports intelligent life. Second, she or he would claim that each person of­
fers a unique perspective that should be respected. For the Rick; audience, 

as well as for many within the UFO community, and in faCt most folks with 
whom I've gonen into casual discussions about aliens, the conviction that 
underlies and connects these two suppositions is one of humility. It's as if 

supportive members of the audience are asking themselves, "Who am I to 

judge?" They remind me of my Southern Baptist upbrinl:,.ing and folks' 

efforts to avoid backsliding into the sin of pride. 
Controversial metaphysics aside, that the call to give abductees a hear­

ing is constructed through an appeal to the unique value of each individual 
person gives abductees' public appearances a rather democratic and protes­
tant character. Against a scientific priesthood, the individual is held up as 
an independent source of knowledge. Supporting abductecs, or at least re­

specting their right to their opinions, appears to be radical, a way 00 resist 
(for a time) the dominance of scientific and governmental elites invested 
not simply in a particular determination of the real, but in set hierarchies 
for the production and validation of legitimate knowledge. Entertaining 
abduction bet'Qmcs a momentary popular cnaconent of what it might 
mean acrually to respect uniqueness and individuality. It is a performative 

rejection of the ci rcumscription of permissible, public, reality. It's a rejec­
tion that ironically reiterates and claims as its own the terms of ideal dis­
course in a public sphere. 

Rejecting reali ty has become possible because of the culturally wide­
spread move toward inscribing knowledge onto that which is known 

VIrtually Credible 107 

"... , , ~ 

woman in silver shirt who claimed to be an alien, the audience was vocifer­

ous in its ridicule and condemnation. The abductees were repeatedly ac­
cused of lying, foolishness, and an inability to face reality. Making them­

selves vulnerable, publicly violating the boundaries of the real, they were 
roundly condemned. The heroism of the astronauts always involved their 

vulnerability in alien space, their willingness to venture beyond the already 
known. 

Those few in Ricki Lake's audience who voiced support for the ab­
ductees tended to adopt a relativist "everyone is entitled to her own opin­

ion" SOrt of language. From the position that only arrogance would lead 
one to deny the possibility of life on other planets, these defenders moved 
quickly to claim that, although they didn't rea lly believe in abduction, they 

could understand if someone else did. Momentarily detouring inoo the pro­
tective field of personal uninvolvement, they nonetheless sought an episte­

mological compromise, one based on twO quite reasonable suppositions. 
First, a supporter would posit that Eanh is surely not the only planet that 

supports intelligent life. Second, she or he would claim that each person of­
fers a unique perspective that should be respected. For the Rick; audience, 

as well as for many within the UFO community, and in faCt most folks with 
whom I've gonen into casual discussions about aliens, the conviction that 
underlies and connects these two suppositions is one of humility. It's as if 

supportive members of the audience are asking themselves, "Who am I to 

judge?" They remind me of my Southern Baptist upbrinl:,.ing and folks' 

efforts to avoid backsliding into the sin of pride. 
Controversial metaphysics aside, that the call to give abductees a hear­

ing is constructed through an appeal to the unique value of each individual 
person gives abductees' public appearances a rather democratic and protes­
tant character. Against a scientific priesthood, the individual is held up as 
an independent source of knowledge. Supporting abductecs, or at least re­

specting their right to their opinions, appears to be radical, a way 00 resist 
(for a time) the dominance of scientific and governmental elites invested 
not simply in a particular determination of the real, but in set hierarchies 
for the production and validation of legitimate knowledge. Entertaining 
abduction bet'Qmcs a momentary popular cnaconent of what it might 
mean acrually to respect uniqueness and individuality. It is a performative 

rejection of the ci rcumscription of permissible, public, reality. It's a rejec­
tion that ironically reiterates and claims as its own the terms of ideal dis­
course in a public sphere. 

Rejecting reali ty has become possible because of the culturally wide­
spread move toward inscribing knowledge onto that which is known 
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primarily through experience. Various Marxists, feminists, and multicul­
ruralists have stressed the importance of knowledge gained at the margins; 
the importance of the standpoim of the oppressed as epistemologically su­
perior to the falsely disembodied, disconnected view from nowhere. There 
are myriad perspectives on the world, each with its own legitimate claim to 
[TUth. Critics of moral theories that rely on ideal role-taking or taking the 
position of another argue quite reasonably that doing so is impossible. One 
can never completely take the perspective of another person. At least once 
a week, sometimes twice, I hear someone say, "You can't undeJ'5tand if you 
don't know what I've been through." If 1 haven't been where they've been, 
seen what they've seen, dreamed what they've dreamed, I can't know what 

they know. And the claim goes further: neither can I judgf what they know. 
Some have viewed this tendency to refrain from judgment or to con­

demn the judges as irresponsible, depoliticizing, and morally lax. I agree 
that it quite probably is depoliticizing, but for different reasons. The issue 
isn't one of moral laxity but of epistemic confusion. Judgment, in the world 
of alien abduction and Riclci Lake, is wrong beeause it can't be defended; it 
is groundless. There isn't enough common real ity to justify judgmem. The 
differences in social and economic position, in historical privilege, in sex, 
ability, desire, in race, ethnicity, and language, in religion, belief, and phi­
losophy, in ability, intelligence, and inclination, in information, knowledge, 

and access to technology that are called upon to be acL:nowledged, eI­

pressed, or respected point not only to differences in goals and values but 
to different experiences of the world, of the real. Possible standards, pos­
sible ways to choose among alternative accounts of reality are not readily 
available to the majority of contemporary dwellers in American society. 
We lack, in the compellingwordlimage offered by Thomas Dumm, "united 
states." 15 

The uncommonality of reality is not simply the result of global immi­
gration and migration. It is more than an effect of the beginning of the end 
of some practices of repression and discrimination. For accompanying the 
shift to a stress on experience as a primary source of knowledge has been a 
technological reconfiguration of experience. Many Americans, especially 
but not only in the white middle class, sec the contemporary world, the 
world of plane crashes, scmiautomatic urban assault rifles, Chernobyl, and 
AIDS, as profoundly dangerous. Many think that we in America need 
safety and security; we need things to be under conrrol. Of course, what 
counts as dangerous depends on the "we" one occupies. Some want gang­
free neighborhoods; others want violence-free television. In New York 
State, children must wear helmets when riding bicycles. I know Texans who 
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are still irate over seat-belt laws. Virtual reality, like Walt Disney World 

before it, appeals to the need for safe stimulation. Certain activities, like 
surfing or skiing, as the film director lara Lee illustrates in her beautiful and 

provocative 1996 screen work Synthetic Pleasures, can come inside, into low­
risk environments. If worried still about the dangers even of indoor surfing, 
I can continue inward and don the glove and goggles of a VR machine. Or 
I can cruise the Net. Again, the problem of judgment, one that seems pro­

foundly depoliticizing, is that if the knowledge we need to make a judg­
ment stems from shared experiences, what do we do when experiences are 
reconstiruted so radically that we can't tell if we, or anyone else, acruaJly has 
them or not? 16 

Most of us encounter this problem of judgment in various degrees in all 
sorts of different ways in our everyday life. Strangeness is familiar. If we see 

a video of a crime, do we see a crime? Does a photograph of an unspoiled 
!'lain forest signify that it is really spoiled? H If we suspe<:t that our child was 
molested and then, after five hours of work with a therapist, the child says 
it happened, do we believe it? 18 How do we know whether oanneal reduces 

cholesterol, whether aspirin helps prevent hean attacks, or exacdy which 
t'3mpons are connected with toxic-shock syndrome? In an essay on the 
need for critical investigations of televisual truth, Andrew Barry reminds 
us that "knowledge provides the means by which individuals should seek to 

govern their own activities - to act as info rmed liberal citizens." 19 My ar­
gument is that we in late-capitalist societies lack neither information­
we're inundated with that- nor knowledge - that we also have. \¥hat we 

lack is the capacity to discern and distinguish, to use and deploy, to judge 
and evaluate the know ledges we need for ethical decisions and responsible 
political action. \-Ve don't know what's reaL Repeatedly, as consumers, as 

citizens, as fri ends, as parents, we arc put in a position of having to make 

choices based on technological assessments, health benefits, and interpre­
tations of statistical data not only about which we Imow very litde but 
which are also accompanied by opposing expen opinions. 

Abductee TV ritualistically enacts the transgression and reinscriprion of 
reality, at least virtuaUy. In an uncertain and technologically complicated 
world, a world of governmental cover-ups and political lies, of corporate­

sponsored science and general policies of plausible deniability, the public 
sacrifice of those who testify to experiencing the alien helps to secure a 
bounded sense of order. At least something can be certain. Simultaneously, 
supporting abduction provides a critique of precisely this world where 
protectors harm and security is a threat. Voiced as a belief in the words 
of someone brave enough to speak in public, to violate the boundaries of 
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permissible speech, the act of supporting abductees protests the official de­
nial of precisely those lies, lapses, and limitations that are already constitu­
ti\'e of the everyday experience of social, political, and technoculturnl life 
in America at the millennium. And, in the very act of support, you get to 
be on TV. 

Remote Control 

Abductee 1V reruns the space program NASA presented in the sixties 
and seventies. Its familiar chords are made up of the selfsame notes of 
space, technology, and politics that shaped official public imaginings of a 
space-age future. Of course (since 1 can't resist playing out the metaphor), 
the abductees sing a different runc. Unlike a space that could be explored, 
colonized, and conquered, a n .. "(:hnology that, efficient, quantifiable, and 
perfectible, would provide the means, and a politics of freedom and de­
mocracy that would justify the ends, the space, technology, and politics of 
abduction are alien. The difference, filtered through the perspectives of 
abductees and astronauts, is about confidence, certainty, and control. 

The space of abduction might seem to be the same space that astronauts 
started to explore in the J¢os. In fact, it is much more alien than the co­
ordinated space NASA tried to conquer. Herself elplored and colonized, 

the abcluctee isn't launched OntO a certain trajectory to precise coordinates 
she can locate and identify. Betty Hill, one of the first public abductees, 
claimed to have been shown a map. Although it didn't tell her where she 
was, it seemed at least to give an origin to her abductors. A schoolteacher, 
Marjorie Fish, attempted to re-create this star-map with beads and string. 
After four years of work, she concluded that the aliens' home base was a 
planet circling the star Zeta Reticuli. Skeptical of these findings, Carl 
Sag:an argued that any apparent pattern was the result of chance.]G He used 
computers. She used string and styrofoam balls. 

Most abductees don't get maIlS. Their venrures, when they remember 
them, are unlocatable, unguided. They don't know where they are or where 
they might be going. They don't know who or what is taking them. They 
don't even know if anything is acrually happening to them at all. In an un~ 
known place in an unknown space, the abductee's view only occasionally 
coincides with the clear and cerrain perspectives of astronauts, although 
some astronauts, Gordon Cooper and Deke Slayton, have seen UFOs.l1 
More often than not, the abductee can only guess that what she sees is in­
side something, even though she may not be completely sure of what. Usu-
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perfectible, would provide the means, and a politics of freedom and de­
mocracy that would justify the ends, the space, technology, and politics of 
abduction are alien. The difference, filtered through the perspectives of 
abductees and astronauts, is about confidence, certainty, and control. 

The space of abduction might seem to be the same space that astronauts 
started to explore in the J¢os. In fact, it is much more alien than the co­
ordinated space NASA tried to conquer. Herself elplored and colonized, 

the abcluctee isn't launched OntO a certain trajectory to precise coordinates 
she can locate and identify. Betty Hill, one of the first public abductees, 
claimed to have been shown a map. Although it didn't tell her where she 
was, it seemed at least to give an origin to her abductors. A schoolteacher, 
Marjorie Fish, attempted to re-create this star-map with beads and string. 
After four years of work, she concluded that the aliens' home base was a 
planet circling the star Zeta Reticuli. Skeptical of these findings, Carl 
Sag:an argued that any apparent pattern was the result of chance.]G He used 
computers. She used string and styrofoam balls. 

Most abductees don't get maIlS. Their venrures, when they remember 
them, are unlocatable, unguided. They don't know where they are or where 
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don't even know if anything is acrually happening to them at all. In an un~ 
known place in an unknown space, the abductee's view only occasionally 
coincides with the clear and cerrain perspectives of astronauts, although 
some astronauts, Gordon Cooper and Deke Slayton, have seen UFOs.l1 
More often than not, the abductee can only guess that what she sees is in­
side something, even though she may not be completely sure of what. Usu-
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ally it's the inside of a laborntory, where, like an astronaut, she is an object 
for alien experiments. 

This linking of omerspace, laborntory, and the domestic sphere oc­
curred during t he Mercury, Gemini, and Apollo space programs. As we 
have seen, readers of Lift magazine were treated to derailed accoums and 
full-page photographs documenting the experiments and tests performed 
on the astronauts at various stages in the training and preparation. Readers 
Icnew about the sperm counts and recral thermometers. At the same time, 
the magazine made a special effort to connect the space progrnm with the 
more earthly {:oncerns of its readers, especially of women.l2 To give a fur­
ther example, in each of three articles devoted to Gordon Cooper's May 
1963 Bight of twenty-two orbits arowld the eanh, Lift includes pho­
tographs of Cooper's wife and information about the astronaut's life on 
Eanh. The issue for May 24 features not only a large picture of a bare­
chested Cooper with a thermometer in his mouth, but also pictures of his 
thineen-year-old daughter Jan feeding her cat, his wife Trudy on the bed 
with Jan and a second daughter, Cam, and the headline "He Didn't Sound 
as if He'd Been Anywhcre."2} American tcchnology is so good, Lift's head­

line implies, that going into space isn't like going anywhere at all. With the 
right technology, space is just like home. 

Like the combination of outerspace and domestic space, the link to tech­
nology that abduction follows is already familiar from the early years of the 
space program. For astronauts, technology guarnntees and reassures. It en­
ables them to escape the confines of Eanh; to adopt a view from above, a 
God's-eye view; to transcend the mundane. Technology is a vehicle that 
transports them into the future . For abductees, that future is here. Ab­
ductees realize that, like so many other promises, the promises of technol­
ogy remain unfulfilled. Where are the flying cars? Not only is alien technol­
ogy invasive and incomprehensible, but virtually all technology is alien. As 
the inverse of the helpful robotic gadgetry that sparlded in exhibitions laud­
ing "households of the furore," the technology that abductees experience is 
notable fo r the way it renders the familia r strange. VVhen the server at the 
colleges where I teach crashes, or when my answering machine intersperses 
month-old messages with today's calls, I feel abducted by technology. Help­
ing a friend retrieve lost data when her text file is suddenly five pages 
shorter than it should be, I suspect that others have this experience as well. 

As she comes to an awareness of the alien presence in her li fe, Leah Ha­
ley hears "odd noises on the telephone." Describing the noises as "some­
times clicking sounds, sometimes other phones ringing in the background, 
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sometimes music," she also perceives "a faint sound like a cassette tape 
winding slowly around a reel."H Her computer disks somehow end up re­
arranged and out of order. Part of a file with a letter to her therapist, the 
abduction researcher John Carpenter, is erased. She reports: '" was frus~ 

trated over my inability to exercise control over these strange incidents that 
left me baffied as to their purpose." n In her new house, the security system 
fails to work properly. "The security company could find no explanation for 
the malfunction."l6 Like the doctors whose expenise nonetheless fails to 
account for her experiences of pain, so too the securi ty company can't live 
up to its name. That which remains beyond the expert, that which is inex­
plicable, is alien. At one point Haley writes: "I could not understand how I 
had acquired this Au-like illness. To my knowledge, I had not been near 
anyone who was ill .... As I thought about my condition, I realized how 
easy it would be to eliminate someone mercly by injecting germs or 
drugs." 21 Haley can't endure the gap left at knowledge's limits. She refuses, 
turning instead to alien possibilities or, just as likely, governmental \<iola­
tions, if history is ro be believed. Thefe must be an explanation for the lack 
of control, the insecurity, the helplessness she feels. After ail, she is part of 
a society and has grown up in an America that promised us freedom, secu­
ri ty, and opportunities, especially to hardworking, middle-class, Southern 
white women like Haley. 

Limited explanations and technological failures disrupt the lives of Beth 
Collings and Anna Jamerson as well. Both in their early fifti es, Collings is 
divorced, Jamerson single. Jamerson works for the U.s. Forest Service. She 
owns the horse-breeding farm where Collings works as a trainer and riding 
instnlcror. The "magic" of technology, its unpredictability, its failure to 

live up ro their expectations, its inability to protect them, marks the alien 
reality in which they live. 

Under incidents of electrical interference, Jamerson lists "street lights, 
copying machines and computers; power failures in our bedrooms (alwa)'5 
between 3-4 A. M.); and light and tele\'isions turning themselves on and 
off- even when unplugged."18 InJune 1992, during the Abduction Study 
Conference at MIT, they meet C. D. B. Bryan. A reporter from the New 
}'OrhT, Bryan writes about the conference and his interviews with Collings 
and Jamerson in CkJsf EnrountfTfo[thf Fourth Kind. In one section of her co­
authored book. Connm ions: SoMng OUT Afim Abduction lvlysury, Collings 
describes a series of problems with Bryan's tape recorder. His voice would 
be dear; her voice, and Jamerson's, faint, absent, or unintelligible, like "for­
eign language spoken backwards at high speed." l'J As long as she andJamer-
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son are in the room, the tape remains jammed in the machine. Once they 
leave, it pops free. \¥hile Bryan is Out of the room, the two women chat 
with a reponer from the AtLmtj( who jumps in fright as the machine's cord 
snakes back and fonh, entwining irself around a chair leg. Although con­
vinced by the "intelligence, dedication, and sanity of most of the presen­
ters" that abduction is not a joke, that "something very mysterious is going 
on," Bryan does not mention any of the problems with the tape recorder in 
his account of the interview.)O 

With the help of local UFO researchers, in the spring and summer of 
1992 Collings and Jamerson install numerous surveillance devices in 
Collings's bedroom in an anempt to protect Collings from abduction or, 
that failing, at least to come up with actual evidence of the alien intrusions 
into their lives. One such device was a motion sensor that triggered 1m 

alarm and a desk lamp. Collings describes an evening when, reading in bed, 
she becomes suddenly alen. Although she had not yet connected the alarm, 
the light comes on, remains lit the requisite fifteen seconds, then goes out. 
Collings writes: "I had shrugged off that unsettling event, figuring that 
electronics, like magic, could not really be explained or fully understood; it 
was only as reliable as the electricity that sustained it. And the electrical 
circuitry in the house had already proved somewhat unreliable." J l 

Collings recounts events from previous months that she still could not 

explain. One night in March her television comes on, seemingly by itself. 
Collings unplugs the set. For good measure, she also unplugs a nearby lamp 
and moves it to a chair. She details her experience: 

I hadn't bothered understanding why the TV had turned itself on; it was 
just magic after all. But sometime during the early morning hours an­
other magical manifestation disrupted my sleep. I awoke to find the 
room flooded with light from an unlikely source. Struggling to focus, 1 
squinted into the glare. The light seemed to be emanating from the desk 
chair .... Then I remembered: I had put the lamp there earlier that 
evening after the TV incident - but I had unplugged it, hadn't I? I 
crawled out of bed in slow motion . .. reached down, and snapped off the 
light. ... 1 don't recall groping my way back to bed. It's as if time just 
stopped with that singular, defiant action of switching off the light. Had 
these mysterious events been preludes to an abduction? Had I been 
switched off alongwith the light? Or was it JUSt more electronic magic? Jl 

Describing the night's events to Jamerson and "Bob," the UFO researcher, 
she moves from complaining about the electrical malfunctions to self-
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doubt; perhaps she had imagined the whole thing, or dreamt it. Regardless, 
the malfunctions continue, sometimes affecting Jamerson's room as well. 

They step up the surveillance. installing an ever increasing battery of 
sensors and alarms. Of thc llIuma Storm, a programmable lamp suggest­
ing bottled lightning, Collings finds that she "questioned the device's reli­
abili ty." The machine seems "faithful to its own obscure urges, no matter 
what stimuli might have otherwise activated it." Nonetheless, she is, at least 
initially, reassured by all the sophisticated equipment. "But," she writes, 
"one by one, toy by toy, I began to feel invaded by the very devices in­
tended to provide me with comfort and peace of mind. My bedroom had 
begun to look like a Radio Shack warehouse - or an FBI experimental 
gadget lab.")J 

The gizmos never quite wor!.: (though Collings thinls they detect activ­
ity that might have gone unnoticed). They act up. She is abducted and they 
fail to go off. T hey end up unplugged. Collings wonders if she unplugs 
them in her sleep. Bob installs a video camera, but the IIIuma Storm doesn't 
provide enough light and Beth has enough trouble sleeping as it is. Finally, 
feeling morc invaded than comforted, and tired of the lack of privacy, 
Collings dismantles the sensors and alarms. 

Describing events from the same period, Jamerson focuses on their 
"st:r::lngc relephone: service .~ She lists the following "anomalies"; "We fre­

quently have single rings on the line (l thought everyone gOt those), callers 
that refuse to identify themselves, calls where people refuse to talk. strange 
voices or humming on the line, and calls from purported government 
officials." H Jamerson first notices the problems with the telephone when 
she suspects that their phone is tapped. She begins keeping a log. They get 
a call "in an unintelligible language (tonal patterns interspersed with 
clicks)" and a caller who says only one t hing-"Don't"-before hanging 
up. Someone will call on the business line, ask for a "nonexistent person," 
and then call the home line and ask for the same person. They are fright­
ened by these "double calls," not least because the callers sometimes iden­
tify themselves as FBI or Secret Service. It 's not that they believe t he 
callers. Jamerson thinks that pan of the purpose of the calls could be to 
make them paranoid: "Make people that say they have been abducted by 
aliens also tell of government interference, which of course would be de­
nied, and thereby discredit everything they say as a product of a paranoid 
personality." H She admits that it was working. 

Bob (supplier of the IIIuma Storm and other gadgets) provides them 
with a Caller OJ box, which Jamerson immediately finds frustrating since it 
identifies local numbers only and most calls to their farm have to be l ong~ 
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distance. Nonetheless, on July 17, 1992, she calls the phone company to 

have the Caller TO service connected. The operator who assists Jamerson 

informs her that, owing to a "special handling code," he can't change her 

servkc. H e doesn't explain what a ~special handling code" b. He docs, 
however, tell her that because of this code her account can be accessed only 
with a password. Immediately thereafter, the operator reverses himself. 
This time he says that the special handHng code is not on her account, but 
on one with the same phone number in a different ~rea code. He t hen stlg­
gests that instead of having Caller 10 instal1ed, Jamerson should usc · 69 (a 
return-call feature). By pushing ~ 69 on her phone, she could automatically 

call back the last person who rang her. \¥hen she explains that· 69 doesn't 
work in her area, she is assured to the contrary. Jamerson is, not surpris­
ingly, puzzled: kWhy did he suggest I use · 69 if 'special handling' really was 
only on the other number that matched mme in another area code? Caller 
ID did not work on my phone."J6 

The complexities tangled up with codes and Caller 10 become still 
more intricate when Collings calls the phone company about the problem 
on July zoo A supervisor tells her that the "spec.ial handling codes" on the 
business and residence lines have been removed, so that Caller lD could be 
added, suggesting they would be reinstated after the change in service. 

\-Vhen Collings asks to speak to the man who helped Jamerson the previous 
Friday, she is told that he is no longer with the phone company. On July 24 
Jamerson calls again and is told that Caller 10 had been hooked up on 
July Z1. A supervisor informs her that there were no "special handling 
codes" on her account and never had been. Caller 10 works, eventually. 

Jamerson asks:l friend who had worked at the phone company about the 
"special handling codes." She learns that it is a secret service, one that 
phone company employees aren't supposed to mention. Put on tapped tele­
phone lines, these codes were available only to account holders or to "a 
government agency, with court approval." Jamerson cries to get help from 
staff members in the offices of her senator and representative, but "neither 
office fe lt it was something that they wanted to deal with."" And they still 
get harassing calls, such as one for Jamerson's dead grandfather and another 
for a Bob Luca, the name of the husband of abductee Betty Andreasson, 
someone they have heard of but don't know. 

Like the technology that monitored the achievement of the astronauts, 
that which pervades the lives of abductees may be an extension of t he eye, 
or ear, of the government. But unlike NASA's celebrated gadgetty- more 
precisely, like t he widely reported fimlry O-rings of the Challmgtr- most 
of t he surveillance systems that abductees encounter don't work very well. 
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Not only is the practice of surveillance confusing, entangled in bureau­
cracies of contradiction, but the teclmology is strangely autonomous, hav· 
ing a mind and desire of its own. No one seems to understand it, really. No 
one, however confident, can completely control it.VVhen it will work is 
unpredictable; although, evenrually, it will- somewhat like abd"en ... 
themselves. 

Or could it be that the very inadequacies in the surrounding teehnol~ 
in the practices of survei llance, are deliberate? After all, for decades,Amer· 
icans have been promised that the power of the atom is at their disposal (II­
though those reassured by such promises may well be a small , demograph­
ically select group). Perhaps, then, technology does work, if not for us. 
Jamerson concludes her account of the telephone problems: 

What I don't understand about all of this is why these guys are so inep. 
If they wanted to monitor our phone calls, why did they make it so 0b­
vious? Our technology is advanced enough that I need never have SUI­

pected the phones were being monitored. Why did they bungle it so? 
They wanted us to know. Why? Big B"other is watching? My messagolD 
them is, "Why don't you come by and protect Beth from being ab­
ducted? Don't just sit on the sidelines and watch and listen. Help us'" 

Collings and Jamerson suggest a relationship to technology that is al,,!! 
antagonistic, alien. Despite their best efforts, it wiU not work in their fa\U; 
something will malfunction, come unplugged, short-circuit. It won't help 
them. Technology, connected to the government and the phone eompaDf 
(or are they connected through it?), intervenes in abducted lives on behalI 
of interests alien to their own. Errors are only seeming. Closer scrutinyre­

veals a control underneath a carefully fabricated mistake. But it is a conad 
rarely exercised in the ways we've been promised. Unable (perhaps un,ilI­
ing) to help, it remains a remote control enabling the watchers to stay in­
formed even when, especially when, they don't get involved. 

Get the Message 

Abductee politics and the perspective abduction provides on America 
government and politics at the millenniwn seems to have little to do with 
freedom and democracy. Unlike the space programs produced by 'Ail. 
this phenomenon makes no attempt to embody a particuJarly American 
ideal of freedom. Yet, precisely because some of the abductees were credible 
witnesses, precisely because they were part of the audience for the tel,,;' 

sua I demonstration of the greatness of American freedom and technol~ 
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precisely because they believed the promises made in the image of Apollo, 

their incredible stories bear their own kind of wiOlCSS to some of the mean­
ings freedom has in America today. Leah Haley writes: "I had always been 
proud to be an American - to live in a place where 1 was free and to feel pro­

tected by our armed fo rces. Yet, the very people I thought were supposed to 

protect and defend me had treated me like a prisoner of war.tl J9 

Although the government stands behind technology, its interventions 
subvert rather than attest to the ideals it voices, or at least so it seems in ab­
ductee politics. If it watched the astronauts in order to protect them, the 
government watches abductees while doing nothing to secure their safety. 
Just as the government, or at least its agents and agencies, knew the astro­
nauts by name, so does it know the abductees. It monitors them, singly, in 
their everyday lives and activities. Someone, perhaps funded through black 
budgets and traveling in black helicopters, is there, watching. Abductees al­
ways feel a personal connection to the government because it !mUWSj they 

have a sense of immediate and tangible involvement in the political affairs, 
in the politics that matter in today's America. If t he government's complex 
systems of surveillance helped bring news of space travel to the general 
public, similarly complex systems cover up the truth of abduction, forcing 
it into secret crevices accessible only through conspiracy theory. 

Kar la Turner, a Ph.D. in English who, before her death from cancer, 

wrote several books about her abduction experiences, those of her fami ly, 
and those of other women - considers the possibility that the government 
has actively consented to alien abduction.oIO In Into the Fringe she repeats a 

widely circulated rumor of an alliance between the United States and the 
aliens, an alliance that has since crumbled, bringing on the imminent pos­
sibility of a mass confrontation. To prepare, the government is pursuing a 
two-pronged strategy. The first relies on the development of super­
weaponry "capable of defending us against alien technology.tl 41 (Some in 
the UFO community thought that the "Star Wars" defense plan [Strategic 
Defense Initiative] was a response to the alien, not the Soviet, threat.) The 
second prong involves public education about the aliens' approach, pur­
sued through the media. Turner repons the rumor as saying that "the 
aliens who are here now are just the fo rerunners fo r a much larger group, 
and that group's arrival is expected within the next four years. The gov­
ernment hopes to avoid worldwide panic by preparing us through adver­
tising and entertainment media for our encounter with alien beings."~2 

Turner and her family carry out investigations designed to establish 
whether there is any truth to the rumor. They find that, just as predicted, 
E. T. and other alien-friendly movies appeared during the period of alliance. 
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part of an effort to get Americans to feel affection for aliens. After relations 
between the aliens and the U.S. government soured, so did the media treat· 
mem of aliens. Turner reJXlrtS: 

\¥hen the rift took place - a ShOOl out of sorts at an underground base, 
in which the humans got the worst of it all- the government attitude 
changed, and we wefe presented with malevolent reptilian aliens in the 
miniseries "V." And now we had a new series, "War of the Worlds," 
which we watched anxiously each week. In every episode, we saw some 
fact or detail which we recognized from actual cases, mixed in with the 
more creative aspects of the show, and as we watched we did feel as if a 
delil.>erate effort were being made to acquaint the public with at least 
part of the truth;il 

For Turner and her family, the truth television reveals is encrypted. Hid­
den in images, under advertisements, through tales of fantasy and horror, 
arc JXllitical truths that the government wants us to know. The governmcnt 
is trying to tell us something. It sends messages to us through television. 

During the space program, the government sent open messages via its 
vast, staged spectacles. Now television tells us about our world in ways that 
have to be discerned, interpreted. Presumed fictions may be facts . Uncon­
tested fuets are actually fictions . Not everyone will get the message, not 
cveryone will receive the address. NASA produced the space scenes that 
appeared on television sets throughout the counu-y and around the world. 
Now the government stands behind the production of space images popu­
larized in movies and miniseries. These televisual hailings, however, don't 
call a public of citizens into being. Rather, they interpellate a variety of 
smaller networks, networks of those who know, of those who may suspect, 
even of those whose docility is necessary for the new world order. 

Of course, Turner docs not thinl.: that everything she sees on television 
is true. She just doesn't know what is true, what is rumor, what rumors are 
truc, and what truths are rumors. Not mowing, she allows for possibilities 
that previously she would have ridiculed; "the government's deal with 
aliens, the underground installations with vats of human body partS and 
prenatal nurseries of stolen feruses. "-H As she researches the stories for her­
self, she becames ever more confused, discovering that the various truths 
and rumors canfiict, contradicting one another and themselves. She tries 
to fight off "feelings of anger and fear and disorientation," telling herself 
that "humans can lie, and so can aliens." But this doesn't really help, since 
she still doesn't know whom to believe, whom to trust, and when. At the 
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conference at MIT, researcher Richard Boylan asked the audience if they 
trusted the aliens more than the military. A chorus of yeses answered him.4S 

In Tbt A/im ]igraw, abductee Katharina Wilson dismisses the possibil­
ity that the aliens are simply spreading disinformation, trying to deceive ab­
ductees and undermine suppon for t he American government. Sensibly 
pointing out that public trust in the government is al ready at an all-time 
low, she reminds those who might attribute this sort of tactic to the aliens 
that "one major lesson we learned during the Reagan and Bush administra­
tions was that white-collar crime pays, and extremely well. Do we really 
need the aliens telling us something we already know? I do not believe 
so."4(1 Wilson extends Turner's suspicions, concluding that, if her own ex­
periences are any evidence, the government and the military, or at least 
covert groups within the government and military, are deeply involved with 
the aliens. The American government works with aliens. It helps them. It 
stands behind the secret experimentation on citizens against their will. 

Wilson urges ufologists and other r esearchers to take up the matter or 
risk "inviting the possibility of another holocaust upon t hose they consider 
to be different." Elaborating on the link between abduction and the H olo­
caust, she writes: 

Even though the German citizens were told what was happening to the 
Jews, Poles, Gypsies, the mentally iU, and whoever else the Nazi regime 
found inferior, they could not believe the information. T heir minds sim­
ply would nOt allow them to accept the idea that t heir government could 
be responsible for such attocities. Do not discount what I and other ab­
ductees are reporting simply because your mind \\.; 11 not allow you to 
believe there is a connection between some members of our govern­
ment and some of t he aliens. Do not discount what I am reporting be­
cause you automatically lump all such information into your govern­
ment conspiracy category. I am not a government agent disseminating 
disinformation .... I have to remain open to the idea, although it is ex­
trmuly difficult for me, that our government may in fact be trading alien 
technology for genetic material, or at least is aware of what is being done 
to us and has chosen to look the other way.47 

In Wilson's abduction experience, UFOs and the U.S. government are 
linked together. They arc linked together as tighr:ly as NASA and astro­
nauts and the success of American political vision and American technolog­
ical know-how. 1lle price of technology is the essence of American citi­
zens, what makes them human, different, their DNA. For \Vilson, it makes 
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sense to think that the U.s. government values technology more than it 
values the bodies of its citizens. Distinguishing her be1iefs from conspiracy 
theory, Wilson turns to history as a warning, as an example. We have al­

ready lived the unimaginable, the alien. We have already seen the govern­
ment experiment on its citizens. We have already heard it lie. For Wilson, 
the alien and unimaginable and the historical reality of holocaust are not so 
very different from government itself. She can't tell which memories are 
alien and which are political, governmental: " \"'lm is to say these were alien­
related experiences? \¥ho is to say someone from a secret government 
agency did not come into my home, drug me, abduct me, hypnotize me, 
and then fill in the gaps with their own screen memory?"48 

Wilson provides warnings. Six: doesn't offer any answers, solutions, or 
predictions. Predictions have f.l.i led to come true. Solutions have fuiled. 
Answers have been misleading, have led to more questions. Perhaps be­
cause she equates and elides Holocaust, government, and aliens, she doesn't 
present her writing as an attempt to persuade people to think differently 
about abduction and UFOs. Argument, thought by somc to be an impor­

tant part of the process of democracy, is futile , perhaps because democracy 
can bring about Holocaust, perhaps because democracy doesn't mean any­
thing when government is alien. ' '''ilson feels herself to be profoundly out­
side and other, the product of experiences few share and most ridicule. She 

writeS: "People have to reach their own conclusions about the UFO phe­
nomenon. AliI can do is report what I remembcr."49 One can heed her re­
port, take note of her warnings, but not much else. It isn't exacdy that she 
is hopeless; rather, it 's t hat it isn't clear what hope can mean when under­

strnding is closely linked to the unthinkable. It isn't clear what hope is when 
any memory may be a screen, when few experiences can be known at all. 

Unlike the space programs brought to us by NASA, those depicted by 
abductees produce a different constellation of space, technology, and gov­
ernment. \Vhen women go to outerspace in the 1990S, they are taken, not 
launched. Consequently, their stories are much more attuned to the alien 

possibilities of technology, watching, and political authority. Technology 
doesn't work in the ways they expect. Governmental practices of su.rveil­
lance are less principled and more covert. Authority is rarely exercised to 
enhance the rights and freedoms of those who lack it. But like Burger King 
commercials featuring thcme music from I ~am of J tanit or ads for 
America OnLine that use music from the space-age cartoon Tbt Jttsons, 
there is something fami liar about the background assumptions in 2b­
ductees' 2CCOunts of their connection to outerspace. Both employ the link 
between space, laboratories, and the domestic. Both presume a govern-
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mental interest in pace; that is, a construction of space as a field for polit­
ical conte tation and even for potential cooperation. Both presume that the 
government watches what happens in space. In fact, very much like I Dream 

~Jeanie and The Jetsam, the familiarity of the motifs played out in abduc­
lion has a lot to do with television and with the ways technology makes 
watching at a distance pos ible. The government u es television to broad­
cast its ver ion of the theatrics of pace; this fact of life in the space program 
~articulated in a potentially paranoid register in abduction. Anything and 
everything we ee on television might mean something else, might contain 
or release alien information. Since we can't know for sure, we better stay 

runed. 

Real Virtuality 

Abductees and astronauts are linked but as with any links, there are gaps 
between them. The analogy isn't perfect. Abductees experience exceed 

ordered astronaut mi sions. Leah Haley, for example, receives mental 
flashes. One evening while praying and meditating, she was toJd to read 
·page 29." She didn't know what book was meant or who gave her the in­
struction. Tonethele s he concentrated and began to make out a few 
words words she confirmed by writing down a mes age as it was transmit­
ted to her tel epathi cally. 50 The message was apocruyptic: Earth will be de­

stroyed and cho en members of the family of God wilJ be transported from 
Earth to another universe. Haley also learned that the aliens are storing in­
formation in people. Anna Jamerson di covered that what she thought was 

a memory of being raped by her father was actually a screen memory hid­
ing an abduction. he knows that most people would assume that abduc­
tion i the creen, but he still blames the aliens for ruining her relationship 

with her family. In Connections she includes transcriptions from a hypnosis 
ion in which an entity named onna seem to speak through her. 

Jamerson doesn't know whether she is channeling the information or 

whether it i part of her subconscious. 
Beth Collings saw a naked man in an enormous white cowboy hat. This 

(as well as an experience with a giant bee) she interpreted as most likely of 
an alien nature. Karla Turner's husband has a prebirth memory of being 
made by aliens. Turner herself mentions two people she knows who have 
seen aliens disguised as hill billies. Katharina Wilson had an experience with 

an alien masquerading as Al Gore. She feels that abduction has helped her 
become more in tune with the suffering of animals, and she welcomes the 
expansion in consciousness. Not all of her experiences have been negative. 

Virtually Credible 12 I 
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These are just a few examples from the lives of abductees that unsetde the 

analogy with astronauts, the abduction narrative itself, and the lives of 
the very women who recall them . Knowing that these memories don't fi~ 

that they seem ridiculous, the abductees still claim them. They hold on to 
their experiences, resisting the efforts of interpreters to compi le them into 
coherence. 

Given the investment the abductees have in their experiences, the Cost 

of hypnosis and the time of writing, ownership of what makes their specific 
c:\.1>criences unique might be empowering. It lnight attest to the abductees' 
creativity or to their contribution to UFO research. Many arc stimuia(ed 

to write poetry, paint, or sculpt. Abductees have contributed to the recendy 

organized Abductees Art Project. On the World Wide Web you can listen 
to music composed following an abduction. Beth Collings to ld me, how­
ever, that there was nothi ng creative about abduction, that she had been 
writing long before the phenomenon intruded into her dai ly life. Simult>­
neous with an empowering experience of contact, then, may be the sense 

of loss: whatever happens is always under alien control. Put somewhat dif­
ferently, it is the fact of unintelligibility, t he fact that aspects of the experi­

ence cannot be incorporated into a coherent narrative, that proves how 
really alien it all is. These excessive details testify to abduction. 

Abduction researchers Budd Hopkins and David Jacobs generally leave 
out the more bizarre and idiosyncratic dimensions. They focus on the 
breeding project, on the theft of egg and sperm and the production of a hy­
brid species. Usually this is the story that gets picked up by mainstream 
media, that scripts a "movie of the week." In contrast, .Harvard psychiatrist 

John Mack stresses the transcendent dimensions of abduction. He invests 
a narrative of ecological redemption in abductees' stories. I read abduction 

as the dark underside of official space, as a rerum of the repressed dimen­
sions of astronaut heroics. Abductees express a lack of agency, a lack of con­

trol that doesn't hide behind the illusion that one might steer a Saturn V 
rocket. The confusion and fear throughout their accoun ts evoke a nostal­

gic longing for a funlre we seem to have abandoned. We don't explore 
space anymore. Some of us never did. We aren't on any star trek. We JUSt 

stay where we are, consuming fantasies and virrua l realities. That women in 

their homes, sometimes wives, give voice to the pain of loss even of a myth 
of adventure doesn't surprise me. But of course their stories give voice to 

more. They bear witness to a lack of control, insecurity, and violation, to a 
lack of response from those who are supposed to protect and care. 

Stories of abduction attest to the sense that we aren't going anywhere. 
Things are coming and happen ing to us. T his interpretation of abduction 
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doesn't diagnose or psychologize the abductees; it reads them, but it doesn't 
engage them. Abductees want to know what is happening to them. They 

want control over their lives, control they connect in part with the retrieval 
of memories. L1 this respect, their orientation to the trauma in their lives 

and their sense that remembering is necessary for healing connects them 
with the survivor movement. 51 L1 an essay on sexual abuse of chi ldren, 
Helen Daniels observes that "survivor narratives can potentially change 

what constitutes truth in our culture."52 I agree. But what might that hold 
for our close encounters with one another? For occasions when we need 

collective decisions? What might it mean for us when conAicting concep­
tions of the true and the real come into contact with one another, when we 

cross the streams and when worlds collide? 
The notion that abduction provides a cultural expression of the con­

fused passivity accompanying the collapse of the real is not the interpreta­
tion offered by abduction researchers, but it doesn't contradict their claims. 

It doesn't contradict them because it doesn't debate them; it doesn't take a 
position on the truth of the claims to abduction. Abduction researchers 

want to establish the legitimacy of their findings. Indeed, their efforts are 
one location in contemporary culture where truth is contested. They try to 

describe the phenomena scientifically. The researchers look for patterns, 
commonalities, systematicity. They want a comprehensible narrative.53 Of­

ten they supplement their interpretations with brger explanations for why 
aliens would abduct people. The "breeding project" and "ecological aware­
ness" are the twO most prominent alternatives. 

My reading asks why abduction is a fa miliar theme in popular cu lture. 

The answer, as I've been arguing, involves the theatrics of space produced 
by NASA, the shi ft from outerspace to cyberspace, and the widespread cri­

sis of truth as we begin dealing with the real virruaUties of the information 
age. These three lines intersect to create a site capable of being occupi ed 

by reports of abduction. They establish an environment where stories of 
abduction can flourish, can get attention and become noticed as making 

claims to truth. What they don't do is explain abduction reports per se. 
Another reason why my interpretation of alien abduction shou ldn't be 

read as conAicting with those from inside the community concerns ufol­
ogy and the abduction discourse in general. The researchers disagree with 

one another. Even here there is not one view, one interpretation, one an­
swer, one bounded whole. Hopkins's and Jacobs's assessments of the aliens' 
intentions are more negative than Mack's. But although these researchers 

highlight different aspects of the experience, they all agree that it is com­

plex, unbelievable, varied and, at least at present, undecidable. They agree 
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that the intricacies of alien theatrics, memories recovered through hypno­
sis, and go\'ernmental conspiracy can contribute to a simation in which re· 
ality itself, as Karla Turney says, isn't. They agree that heretofore conven· 
tionally and scientifically accepted assumptions for reality cannot account 
for the experiences claimed and remembered by abductees. Unlike the ab-­
duction researchers, I stress these ambigujties and tensions. My reading of 
abduction, then, is a meta reading. 

Judgment is not certainty. It always involves elements of risk, of ambj· 
guity. Yet the presumption has been that citizens and voters and viewers 
and wimesses can make defensible judgments, that there are criteria ac· 
cording to which people can make reasonable decisions about the practices 
that affect them in the world. The criteria to which we've become accus· 
tomed, however, are no longer convincing. \¥hat we see on television isn't 
news, it's entertainment. \oVhat is news is produced to serve panicular p0-

li tical or economic interests, interests we may nOt share. Technological de­
vices might help, but I'm not sure how to work them, how reliable they are, 
which ones are better, and what exactly they can discover. Should I truSt 
my doctor? My insurance company? Pharmaceutical manufacturers? In his 
compelling analysis of the effects of epidemiology on contemporary Amer­
ican medicine, Jonathan 8. Imber writes: '''Informed consent' is the pro­
fessional safeguard designed to protect everyone but the patient from what 
cannot be known uncil the risk is taken."S04 I'm more than a demographic 
moment, and I don't want to reduce my life, my experience, or my body 
parts to actuarial tabulations or Vegas odds. 

Abduction, espedaJly through the ubiquity of the alien icon, provides a 
window through which we grasp sharply the incredibility of the criteria for 
judgment. It iterates out questioning and curious relationship to the expe­
rience of our bodies. It reminds us that feelings, even symptoms, aren't de­
terminate but can point in multiple possible directions: \¥hat can it mean 
for women to claim that they have felt and seen on their bodies evidence of 
alien experiments? AlxIuction replicates our suspicious acceptance and, 
indeed, enjoyment of technology and our allegedly scientific ways of inter­
preting the world: \¥hat is evidence? \Vhy are there no sensible explana­
tions for alxluction? \Vhat does sensible mean? It reinscribes our critical 
attitude toward experts: Do we trust someone from Harvard? Do we trust 

expens who are funded by large corporations or by the government? Ab­
duction pushes these questions jmo our awareness - but usually safely, 
given the stigma attached to UFOs and UFO belief. Regardless of our in­
dividual beliefs, though, the questions are already there. They appear in 
myriad forms and places throughout the networked interactions of con-
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temporary global technoculrure. Since the sixties the relationship of every­
day folks to knowledge and information has changed. This is the new con­
dition of democracy. 

Unlike the asrronauts, then, whose cultural position was predicated on 
the privilege of an uncontested claim to reality, a claim buttressed by sd­
ence, government, and media 'M->iHing to follow the scripts NASA provided, 
abductees experience fundamental uncenainty. Bec.luse this is the uncer­
tainty of contemporary America, they have come to occupy an important 
site in cultural space. Abduction narrati,'es, memories, and experiences are 
fragmented and undecidable. Like others in America, abductees try to find 
havens of credibility. Some abductees look to the conventions of the exist­
ing narratives. I spoke with an abductce from EI Paso who described her 
expericnces as "likc what the rest ofthem say" and "JUSt like all the rest.~ 
Yet her written memories involve being eaten by dinosaurs and given a new 
body by aliens. Some abductees rely on the words of the researchers. Tes­
timonial writings are almost always prefaced - authorized - by big names 
like Mack, Hopkins, Carpenter, or other ufological insiders who, whatever 
their intentions, preinterpret the writings that follow. Only Karla Turner 
was authorized by a woman, the researcher Linda Moulton HoweY 

Abductees sO'UggJe for credibility as they appeal to readers' open­
mindedness, sympathy, or presumed assumptions. \Vithout a countdown 
to announce when they are launched into out-of-this-world encounters, 
abductees try to find bases for their claims. But because their experiences 
conflict with the very heart of consensus reality, any grounds they find dis­
solve into false assumptions, into something that a skeptic will dismiss as a 
naive understanding of science or a misunderstanding of the nature of 
memory. Their efforts to defend or protect themselves become funher 
manifestations of the virtuality of contemporary reality. \'Ve repeat this 
experience daily. 
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• I Want to Believe 

Leather Certalntle. 

In March 1991 Leah Haley had her firs t hypnosis sessions with John 
Carpenter. A licensed clinical social worker from Springfield, Missouri, 
Carpenter has hypnotized or counseled morc than a hundred people who 
think they may have been abducted by aliens. He participates actively 
in MUFON symposia and regularly shares his fi ndings with the UFO com­
munity. At the 1992 Abduction Srudy Conference at MIT, Carpenter 
presented some of the evidence for multiply wimessed abductions, the 
interventions of some non-Gray typeS of aliens, the "Nordics" and the 
"Reptilians," and the reliability of hypnosis as a means of recovering lost 
memory.! Carpenter's videos are available for $29.95-

By t he summer of '99<>, Haley was at the MUFON annual meeting in 
Greensboro, North Carolina, 3mographing copies of her full-color chil-
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dren's book, eeto's "f'.lew Friends. During most of the conference she worked 
at the book exhibit, at the table for Green leaf Publications. The Greenleaf 
catalog announces that Haley, "the most credible of all abductees/' is avai l­
able for speeches. While browsing through the alien mouse pads and crop 
circle art, I overheard some conference partic ipants whispering about 
Haley's being in a saucer when the govenunent shot it down. 

Haley sets down her memories of alien and governmental interventions 

in her life in Lost was the Key.' She fixes July 7, '990, as the date when her 
world "started to crumble." That weekend, her brother tells her about a 
book he read by Budd Hopkins. Haley teUs him abollt a dream of being in 
a spaceship on a platform surrounded by li ttle creatures with large black 
eyes. Her brother mentions that the subject of Hopkins's book, In trude1'S, 
had a place in her yard where the grass wouldn't grow. Haley says that the 
yard of her previous home had a similar spar. Drawing from Hopkins, 
Haley's brother asks her if she'd ever had any strange illnesses. She answers 
that around the time of the spaceship dream she went to the hospital for 
tests because of pain and burning in her kidneys, bladder, and urinary tract. 
Haley explains: "The doctor couldn't find anything wrong, so he told me 
my problem must be caused by stress. Severa l months later, I concluded by 
trial and error that spicy food was causing the problem." 3 She also men­

tions pain in her ear. She attributes it to an allergy to copy-machine ink. 
When her brother asks whether the doctor agreed, Haley replies that he 
didn't, add ing: lIThe doctor couldn't find anything at all wrong with me, so 

he said it must be stress. Doctors are such jerks. Why can't they admit they 
don't Imow what the problem is instead of telling people it's just stress."" 
Haley and her brother talk about seeing a UFO as children. 

Mtcr that weekend, Haley considers writing to Budd Hopkins in New 
York, but puts it off for a little over a month . Her explanation for waiting 
contributes to the impression that she finds, or wants to fi11d, the whole 

thing "nonsense." She insists her dream was just a dream . But she isn't com­
ple[ely sure. She covers over her doubt, at the same time inviting the know­

ing nod fro m readers who have heard this story before, who already recog­
nize denial as a symptom, as proof: Ult had to have been [a dream]." s 

Accepting abduction, acknowledging alien iluerference in their lives is, 
for most abductees, a painful and ti me-consuming process. Their books, 

offered as testimonies to t heir experience, frequently begin like Haley's 
"th an apocalyptic evocation of the day when the world, or reality, stopped. 
In painstaking detai l, they document not just the evidence of abduction but 
the process of becoming abductees, of coming to think about their lives, 
experiences, and memories in ways most of them wou ld have dismissed or 
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"Incubation. "Jeffrey Westover writes, ''A prime component of the abduction experience 

from a female perspective is the impregnation and the removal of a hybrid child. The 

child is then put in a boxlike incubation chamber." (Jeffrey S. Westover ©I997) 
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laughed at had it nOt happened [Q them. Anna Jamerson writes: "I accept 
and reject their existence daily. 1 can believe in them when I know I have 
been abducted the night before, but that only lasts for a few weeks. When 
they become inactive for a month or so, I'm sure I made all this stuff up. I 
go back to denying that they are really abducting me .... Beth calls it my 
denial phase. I go through it continuously it seems."~ For many abductees 
the struggle over the real never ceases. 

The preoccupations of everyday life themselves become signs of eva­
sion, indicating [Q those who know (who suspect) that one is refusing [Q 

acknowledge and to deal with abduction. That Haley teaches acrounting 
full-time, is working on a master's degree, has a husband who works out of 
town "most of the time," is raising twO daughters virtually alone, and is get­
ting ready to begin construction on a new home, that aU this takes priority 
is symptomatic of abduction. Haley is displacing her anxieties ovcr the 
truth onto the everyday pans ofhcr life. H er absorption in these very mun­
dane, rime-consuming activities seems - again, [Q those who know, who 
have been there - part of an effort to avoid fucing the possibility that, in 
the words of abductee Karla T umer, "reality isn't. " 7 

Aftcr writing two letters to H opkins, Haley receives an information kit 
from his abductee research and suppon organization, the Intruders Foun­
dation. A note refers her toJohn Carpenter, who, in Missouri, is closer than 
Hopkins to Haley, who lives in northern Alabama.8 Her brother accompa­
nies her on the ten-hour drive to Springfield. 

When they see a man with a lounge chair and sleeping bag heading into 
the office where they've been told to wait, Haley doesn't want to believe 
that it's Carpenter. "A person undergoing hypnosis is supposed to have a 
leather couch!"9 She's disappointed after her brother confirms that the 
sleeping bag man had, in fuct, gone into Carpenter's office. "Dh great," she 
winces, "Here I've come over four hundred miles to be hypnotized by a 
man who doesn't even have a couch." 10 

Later, Haley rries to see the therapist's and his assistant's evident con­
cern as compensation. "\oVh.ile 1 was gone to the rest room, I thought how 
nice it was to have somcone considerate of my needs for a change," she 
writes. "At home I was always the one who had [Q take care of everyone 
else's needs. I decided I liked John and Grace. They were professional, 
friendly, and easy to talk to. Maybe it wasn't so important to have a couch 
to lie on after all."11 

Maybe the comfort of a lounge chair, a sleeping bag, and of caring, re­
sponsive people responding can assuage a variety of doubts. And if they 
can't, if the legitimacy of leather and the authority of an analyst's couch 
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sustain a truth and an experience of truth not available to everyone, per­
haps it's better then to work through the doubrs, to give sleeping bags a 
chance. Perhaps it is ben er to let the doubrs in rather than blanket them 
under "stt~s . " Perhaps it is better to forfeit the privilege of leather, espe­

cially if one suspects it of signifying more privilege than knowledge, more 
the presumption of owning than the hunger for truth. Unlike the doctors 
who present her with answers, Carpenter works with Haley to ask new 
questions. Haley recogniU!S the comfomble security doctors provide: she 
looked to them first. But what she discovers is that leather is more a starus 
symbol than a sign of undenitanding. Leather suggests the confidence and 
ceminty that accompanies the truths some use to explain, diagnose, and 
dismiss the lives of others. Maybe the leathet couch is there to catch those 
exhausted by the elTon of fighting for the truth of their experiences. 

At first, Haley talks and Carpenter listens. attentive and respectful. Ha­
ley describes the time she and her brother saw the UFO. She relates the 
dream about being in a spaceship and the allergy to copy-machine ink. She 
mentions problems with the security system in her home, anxieties stem­
ming from headlights reflected in her rearview mirror, and noises seem­
ingly coming from her game room. Haley documenrs the extent of the in­
explicable in her everyday life. She recalls a time when she saw two men in 
a restaurant, men she thought were watching her. She tells of a strange 

young man in her office who she feared would rape her . 
In the first hypnosis session, Haley recovers the details of her childhood 

sighting. Searching in the woods for the UFO, which appeared to have 
landed, she comes across a hairless, chalky-colored crearure with large 
black eyes. A beam of bright light approaches her. She sees a round, silver 
objcrt hovering in the clearing. Lying on a platform aboard the craft, she 
discovers [hat she is naked, t hat additional crearures surround her, that they 
are poking her arms and legs with a needlelike instrument. 

During her second session, Haley remembers a night when her teenage 
daughters were toddlers. Having felt an urge to go outside, she finds her­
self standing in [he middle of [hI! yard, looking at a spaceship and a beam 
of light. Aboard the spaceship, crearures perform "gynecological proce­
dures" on her and "lab tesrs." She feels a piercing sensation as if something 
were being inserted behind and inside her right ear. 

Later she watches videotapes of two women who retrieve abduction ex­
pe'riences through hypnosis. Haley explains: "1 sensed that John wanted me 
to see the videotapes so I would accept the reality of the abduction experi­
ences and admit that I had indeed been hypnotized." 12 As the video hails 
her, she is StruCK by the similarities between her hypnosis experience and 
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what silt: .sc:es on mpc. She wonders if the samencs:.o is a sign of ro.:alilY, if it 

means that she remembered something real. She's troubled by the possi­

bility. "I usually slept in nothing but panties and socks," Haley writes. 

".Maybe, while practically naked, I had been seen by someone as I was be­
ing beamed aboard a spaceship. The thought embarrassed me." ,. 

Back at home, she tries to let it all go, at least for a while. Indeed, as she 

describes the preoccupations of her daily life, the very commonality, typi­
cality, familiarity of her depiction of domestic life starts quickJy to fill in the 

ruprures, the cracks in reality, effected by abduction. How can someone SO 

normal have been through something so strange? Oddly, though, when 

Haley's writing links these preoccupations to aliens and spaceships, the 
everyday familiarities themselves change. What is it, then, that lies beneath 

the seemingly normal? Haley's acrounrs of going to work or talJcing to 

friends become subroutines of normality stuck in an alien program. Her ef­
forts to get a bit of control over the data recovered in hypnosis, to explain 

them, integrate them, especially if one reads these data as fundamentally 

inassimilable, add to the overall sense o f strangeness and fragmentation. 
Her efforts to explain, like the effort to use the languages of science and law 

so long a part of ufology's production of credible witm!sses, link the alien 
with that which disavows it. After the trip to Springfield, Haley's husband 
buys her two new nightgowns. 

High Strangeness 

In the pre<:eding chapter, I point out the ways abductees are Ijke astro­
nauts, how they occupy a similar culrurallocation and represent a rerurn of 
some of the repressed dimensions of the 14)OOs, NASA-constructed astro­

naUL Installed at the domestic intersection of technology, televisuality, and 
space, abductees not only tell the stories of space coming home, but in that 
telling they bring out the paradoxes of credibility in the techno-global 

infotainment age. In this chapter, I'm interested in the shi ft from astro­
nauts to abduction and the change that shi ft represents. For even though 
abductees occupy a site t hat developed in the sixties. abduction is a story o f 
the nineties. Its twists and rurns and wild conne<:tions evoke the new space 
of exploration - cyberia. 

Like the astronaut, the abductee cannot be reduced to one side of a 
simple binary opposition along the lines of, say, pilot and passenger, male 
and female, hero and victim. AlxIuctees, especially those whose testimonies 
I've been describing, are not passive victims. They are the authors of their 
stories, the writers of their own scripts in the theatrics of space. In Lost W.u 
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tbi Kty, Haley recounts her experiences in a narrative of discovery, not juSt 
of her self and her past, but of her place in a governmental conspiracy of na­
tional significance. She casts herself in a heroic, active role. NASA scripted 
the astronaut identity. Even those abductees who have yet to write books 
are often likely to write their lives, to testilY to what they've experienced, 
to produce and share the lmowledge of abduction. Many turn to the Inter­
net to provide audiences, information, and si tes for self-presentation. Like 
those who have appeared on Ricki and other talk shows, many feel called to 

come forward, perhaps to challenge the government or to wake up the rest 
of us to what is happening in this country, and in this world. 

Wild daytime talk shows like Rick; became possible in t987, the year 
Grrl1ido got started, the year television became less regulated.l~ The proli f­
eration of such shows, the unconventionality of their themes, and their 
morph into spectacle are linked to more, however, than the rise of the 
"public abductee." The rise of the talk show also parallels the growth of the 
Internet, both in time and in the paranoid reactions each evokes in its crit­
ics. Each has become a space for a newly marketed and marketable mass 
fringe rather than for an officially sanctioned and sanctified culrure.1S This 
is simultaneously their primary attraction and major threat. Each fearures 
sex, lots of sex, in a variety of shapes and forms. Each provides a major fo­
rom for alien talk. h 's as if the alien-human hybrids are the offspring of 
all the virtual sex pulsing through trash Tv, the Internet, and one-nine­
hundred numbers. 

Abductee televisuali ty is thus nOt strictly analogous to that of astro­
nauts. Rather, it links up with and depends on the very technological trans­
formations it thematizes. If astronauts can be linked with mainframes, 
rocket scientists, and big-budget. big-government programs, abductees are 
part of a more populist technoculrure of globally networked PCS. Their 
reports, their experiences - the contradictory, paranoid, fantastic, frag­
memed, overlapping, imerconnecting, alien content they provide - enact 
modes of being human on a techn ological, televisual, virtual Eanh. On the 
Web, one site, one linI.; is as plausible as any other. "News" is as likely to 
be found at disinformation.com as it is at CNN.org. In abduction, a scratch 
is as likely to connote an alien encounter as it is a nor-yer-removed staple 
from a dry-cleaning tag. The "truth" depends on the network within which 
the information is siruated or produced. We in America are interested in 
abduction because we make the same sorts of links, JUSt within different 
networks. The fact t hat abduction accesses the stresses and excesses of mil­
lennial tcchnoculture doesn't get to the truth of abduction (as if getting to 
rnnh were still a possibili ty), but it does suggest why American popular cul-
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ture over the past ten years has become an increasingly alien space. Fabri­
cated in the context of a postwar American articulation of space, technol­
ogy, and government, abduction reports express contemporary tensions 
around truth and trust. The seeming incoherence of abduction reports (or, 
in the UFO community's artful term, the "high strangeness" of their cases) 
is an iconic display of the dilemma of truth in the information age. 

The presentation of this incoherence, this strangeness, in abductees' 
writings reiterates the problem of reality that we all face. Movie stills re­
appear as illustrations in magazine articles that purport to be factual. A 
graphic produced for a Web site becomes evidence in print media for the 
reality of that which it depicts. Resemblance to a scene from the movie 
Communion is offered to support a claim to truth. A prop for a film becomes 
an exhibit in a museum and subject to autopsy. That a person has appeared 
on television is evidence of sincerity and importance. Information circu­
lates through and interconnects nearly all commercially available media­
books, magazines, television, video, movies, newspapers, tabloids, tapes, 
and the Internet - and each cross-references and legitimizes the other, the 
alien. Am I describing the UFO community or a technocultural, media­
driven, networked America at the millennium? 

Like the space program, the Internet has Cold War origins. Like the CIA, 
ufology considers 1947 an originary date. As the aliens came home - be­
came personal- so did computers. Initially products of military and de­
fense interest in a rapid and decentralized information flow, networked com­
puters had spread by the early seventies to major universities like Harvard 
and MIT. 16 The creation of message networks like Usenet in 1979 and Fi­
doNetin 1983 enabled home computers to send and receive messages virtu­
ally anywhere in the world. The latter let users set up bulletin board systems 
(BBSs). For the first time, people from outside government, academia, and 
the computer industry could gather together without having to be physically 
present. They could congregate and not be charged with loitering. 

By the early nineties, commercial on-line services achieved a visible 
market presence. "Surfing" the Net became less an activity of hackers, 
nerds, and cybergeeks; "going on-line" became part of everyday life. But 
not everyone who's wired "surfs," not anymore. Surfing, a cool sport inac­
cessible to most, might have represented an earlier cyberculture. Today the 
metaphor doesn't match with the experience: the download time of com­
plex graphics quickly dispels the illusion of speed and air. Ads for Lotus re­
mind us that we can "work" the Net. 

In 1996 the number of World Wide Web users reached 35 million, dou­
bling the estimate from 1995. 17 Although middle-class white men between 
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the ages of eighteen and fifty-four continue to exert a dominant presence 
on the Net, this is changing as corporations and consumers move' in. It's 
difficult to esape the lnternet: movies and television shows flash their 
URLsj Disney relies on the Net to promote H tmll tJj network news invites 
viewers to visit their home pagesj the supcnnarket near my house an­
nounces that specials are advertised on its Web site. Even those without a 
computer must confront the technological invasion. Even those without 
computers experience their effects. Meanwhile, al iens from UFOs invade 
iXlpular culture, and daytime tall: shows reproduce like mad. 

Because of the lnternet, abductee televisuali ty is not simply a down­
to-earth low-budget, 1!)90S substi tute for the astronaut spectacle of the 
r960s. It is more participatory and accessible. It is less coherent. Indeed, 
the discourse can easily adapt to and represent the prOte~n character of the 
Net because it is itself structured as the product of an ever changing vari­
ety of voices in conversation. Alxluctees read Hopkins, Jacobs, and Mack. 
Hopkins, Jacobs, and Mack get the material for their books by working 
with and hypnotizing abductees. Each individual case, each experience, 
contributes to t he knowledge that constitutes the abduction phenomenon. 

Through her work with John Carpenter, Leah Haley contributes the 
story of the crashed disk to the general account of the connection between 
the aliens and the government. Similarly, Budd Hopkins draws on the writ­

ings of Anna Jamerson and Beth Collings to support his argument for the 
depth of the alien presence in our lives. Jamerson and Collings believe that 
they are deeply attached to and involved with each other because the aliens 
brought them together as SlOan children. Hopkins has found other ab­
ductees who claim similarly alien-induced re.lationships.18 A new thematic 
strand on the Abductees Anonymous home page on the World \OVide Web 
involves the problem of s{XIntaneous involuntary visibility suffered by some 
abductees. To my Imowledge this has not yet appeared in prim or beoome 
part of the narrative accepted in ufological circles. 

Abduction is interactive, like an oral history or group testimonial oon­
tinu~lly updated through new postings. Some postings are of course more 
successful, steering the discourse in more pronounced or direct ways. Some 
have more commercial backing, more impact on the market, more input 
from it. Nonetheless, abduction can't be captured or encapsulated. A mini­
series, even a good one, can't sum it up or mnfine it. Attempts [ 0 define or 
set the narrative, though important for researching and understanding 
what is going on, are themselves ~bductions. TItis was one of the primary 
tensions ~t work in the 1992 Abduction Study Conference at M1T. It is also 
a major impetus behind the independent writing of abduetecs as they try 
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to prevent further loss of their already tenuous hold on their experiences. 
Similarly, it is now impossible to contain the Net. Sites multiply, repro­
duce, morph, and fail daily. You can never see it all. Simply accessing a site 

can cause it to produce new pages, new links. The best thing about the 
World Wide Web: no reruns. And that's a major move from t he sixties. 

The similarity between the abduction discourse and the Internet is in 
part a result of this new technology. The multiple voices and fragments dis­
rupting the coherence of the abduction narrative are generally those that 
benefit from on-line support groups and that learn from and contribute to 
abductee Web sites. But abduction's resemblance to the Internet can't be 
reduced to such a simple causal explanation. Individual cases and stories as 
well as the data collected by researchers all exhibit the "kaleidoscopic jum­
bling together of partial and fragmented visions of reality" that is charac­
teristic of cyberspace. 19 Katharina Wilson begins her book by noting that 
she is relying on a dream notebook she has kept since childhood, a note­
book in which she includes not only dreams but also reflections, memories, 
and the abduction experiences that are similar to, but not the same as, 
dreams. Her writing (again, like that in the other testimonials to which I've 
referred) repeatedly shifts among various levels of experience. These shifts 
are like surfing through television channels, like the rare blocks of time 
when MTV 9crually shows videos, or like the links we a m Cfe:J.te on the In­
ternet.10 My point, then, is that the instability of reality in abduction - the 
fantastic jumbling of dreams, confabulations, and memories; the shifts 
from feeling to science, to paranoia, to government-in fact describes 
experience in cyberia. Cyberia, cyberspace, is the space of abduction. 

\¥hen traveling in cyberia, we don't go anywhere. We stay at home. 
Things come and happen to us. We point and click, the real motions be­
hind interactivity. If we can send E-mail or buy a book at amazon.cam, then 
we're definitely more active than the Mercury astronauts. Their simulators 
may have been better, but there are more of us. We can write our own sim­
ulations (or buy, rcm, borrow, pirate, and download them) and avoid, if 
lucky, invasive medical experiments on our bodies. Our memories are 
screen memories, not much differcnt from abductces' recollections of the 
gray dogs, cats, and owls, of the scary children and the hillbillies in hats that 
hide their experiences with invasive alien technology. 

This is not to say that screen memories aren't real memories. Wc rc­
member them, after all. Our fragmented impressions elicit strong emo­
tions; we shift among links and strands, producing and produced by new as­
sociations.In cyberspace we shift from academic journals to abductee home 
pages to cancer or AIDS information sites to virtual malls to celebrations 
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of Elvis and Thr X-Files. We can easily make links from porn si tes to live sex 
on-line to the hybrid offspring of abductions. In cyberspace, hybrid alien 
fetuses appear as the potential consequt!llce of virtual intercourse. There is 
no such thing as safe sex. \¥hat can be counted on as reality becomes ever 
more unstable. 

This influx Ireflux of leveled information is not a product of the lnter­
net alone. It has to be understood as a fact of global, corporate, consumer, 
entertainment culture at the millennium. N ow that infomercials merge 
with commercials and documentaries, now that Elizabeth Taylor can ap­
pear on consecutive sitcoms advertising her new perfume, now that movies 
and cartoons come with roys and accessories available at Burger King and 
virtually every store at the mall, now that the New l'ork Times and the Wall 
Strut Journal include cover stories on U FOs, and political figures can talk 
about abduction and flying saucers, American political culrure is cyberia . 
This is our life, no matter where we are. It is the environment for rich as 
well as poor, for all the various tlIces and ethnicities clamoring for voice 
and space in America. It is the environment, moreover, in which such 
claims have to be heard, have to get attention, if they are to be recognizt:d . 
Ninety-eight percent of all Americans own a television. 

seemlnl Dilital 

Some folks have responded to the rise of the virrual with irresponsible 
paranoia. That is to say. they fail to deal with contemporary indetermina­
cies and instead repetitively, compulsively, reassert their particular "truth." 
Thus, some - not all of whom are neo-Luddites or technophobes - think 
that they can solve the "problem" of virtuality with a strong appeal to a 
strong reality. Mark Slouka locates this rea li ty in the physical world and in 
face-to-face interactions. I I I wonder if he mistrusts books. Kurt Andersen 
thinks that the tr<Idiuonal press and their fac t-checking rules C3n protect 
reality from cybcrian incursions. n I guess he is reassured by the vagueness 
of categories such as "facts~ and "reality" and the nostalgia they invoke. 
Others reasscrt the authority of experts, education, and evidence. And I 
think about Leah Haley, Budd Hopkins, and John Mack. 

Appraisals of the Internet that fixate on the truth of the content of Web 
sites, discussion groups, bulletin boards, or chat rooms resemble UFO and 
abduction "debunkers." For all their appeals to facts and credibility, de­
bunkers are less skeptiC31 than many believers, less s.L::epuC3l than those in 
the UFO community who are willing to question consensus reality. Simi­
larly, some Net critics attempt w install in cyberia notions of accuracy and 
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the commonaliry of truth that have deep connections to the libenl ideal of 
a rational public sphere. This resembles alien debunking because it doesn't 

allow for other ways of thinldng about what happens on the Net. They as­

sume cy6erla 15 a pubi:e sphere. O r :\ncmpr to maLe it one. 
The idea of the public sphere brings with it presumptions about truth, 

discussion, and consensus. Debate in such a sphere, for example, requires 
that everyone accept the same conception of reality. Everyone has to agree 
about what facts look like. Not only would most liberal political theorists 

discount the claims of abductees, if they ever considered them, but they 
would argue that religious beliefs don't "count" as compelling reasons in 
public discussion. For them, [0 say that a view is religious, traditional, par­
ticular, magical, paranoid, or irrational is to provide acceptable grounds for 
not raking such a view, or those who may hold it, seriously in political de­
bate. Matters like these are considered too divisively priV3te to matter in 
public. Similarly, to say that a position is violent is sufficient to exclude 
from the realm of the public those who take such a position. Millennial 
America has wimessed the effects of such exclusionary conceptions of what 
is claimed to be public in Waco and Ruby Ridge. It seems more accurate to 
say that the exclusion is prior [0 the violence. Thus, the liberal public is 
preserved and protected by the bracketing of cenain ways of thinking or 
points of view. This bracketing, in fact, creates the public. 

Like the abduction narrative, then, the Internet is a vehicle for the re­
turn of issues and concerns that liberalism has sought to repress.n Each in­
volves competing conceptions of the real as sites produced by ufologists, 
CNN, Nicholas Negroponte, and teenagers from New Jersey vie for hits 
even as they are linked together. Each involves, like so many other sites in­
creasingly visible in millennial America, contests over whose words count 
and how this issue might be decided or fought out. Each invoh'es the un­
ceasing disruption of official narratives of truth, authority, and reality. 

Few discussions of the cultural and political meanings of the Internet 
aclmowledge the basic conflict in the shaping of the information age. Even 
enthusiastic supponers of Internet technologies don't recognit.e that real­
iry is at issue. They assume thar the surplus of dara, the masses of informa­
tion surging through the Net, can be assimilated into the ever mote gen­
eral production of knowledge.14 These supponers refuse to consider the 
variety of networks through which information is produced, accessed, de­
ployed, and integrated. Net detractors have glimpsed the problem but pre­
sume that a solution requires, at some level, the shoring up of the real, the 
limiting of the technologies and techniques that draw attention [0 the 
conventional and political arrangemenrs at stake in some conceptions of 
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reality.H Detr':lctors and supporters both miss the point: what happens in 
cyberia is an unending disruption of settled beliefs and ideas, be they about 
TVVA Flight 800, the best mulch for azaleas, or the meaning of abduction. 
Focusing on anyone site or network of links is thus a mistake. The disrup­
tions are produced by tnc possibility of available alternatives, by the end­
less bunons [Q dick and windows to open, by the amassing of information 
to which we have frabrmented and unclear relations. Our information is not 
interprered for or gi\'en to us in advance, although it is as packaged and 
glam as ever. 

The Internet doesn't interpellate a public. R:ather, it forces its avai13bil­
ity OntO those who can and will respond to various contradictory hailings, 
onto tho~ who will link up with others to form networks of association 
around ideas, desires, and fears that previously may have floated alone out­
side the "public sphere." In this respect, the Internet contributes to the 
pnxiuction of a perspective, a way of being, a subjectivi ty, as extraterres­
trial as a new hybrid species. This extraterrestrial subjectivity linked to the 
Internet is about the technological alien, about the noncitizen produced as 
an effect of actions and internctions, connections and communities that 
cannot Uc imagined within our nationally established terms of community. 

If networked interactions contribute to the transmission ofin formation 
and the formation of alliances that transgress national boundaries, then 
they involve virrual migrations that bring aliens into ever more domestic 
spaces. At the policy level, the production of Internet aliens subvertS juris­
diction and responsibility. Peter Ludlow makes this point when he dis­
cusses the potential legalities of encryption technologies on the Internet. 
"It is one thing to allow the United States government to be free to inter­
cept all communications between its citizens," he observes, "but what hap­
pens when those citizens work for corporations ba~d in other countries, or 
when U.S. corporations communicate with corporations in other coun­
tries?"16 At the level of represem:ation, the production of aliens calls into 
question visions of ethnicity, language, history, community, and space that 
presume the coherence of notions of citizenship and nationality.l' Global 
fashion, or at least Calvin Klein's corporate entenainment vision of it, con­
nects disparate localities as it produces the image of culrural similarities. 
Photos that make us look alike link us to one another by saying that we are 
alike. English, with a cyberian inflection, is the language of the Web. Any­
thing more than six degrees of ~paration from Bill Gates ~ellls tOO quaint 
even to be real, a "pre~rve" already artificial. 

Of course, after Heaven's Gate, it comes as no surprise that the Internet 
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produces aliens. Those who were drawn to this apocalyptic UFO group, 

like many whose actions on the Net are important aspe<:ts of thcir lives, 

relied on a network of associations that resist conceptualiz.ation within the 

spaciaiized discourses of public spheres, 511ltes, and communities predicated 
on the virtual reality of original, face -to-face interactions. What to bel ieve 
and whom to trust are questions not connected with the central(iring) 
authority of truth in its scientific, parriarchal, or sovereign guises. Instead, 
they are part of a broader dispersion of questions regarding the credibility 
of particular persons about particular matters at particular points in time. 

Traditional media have good reasons to be par:moid about the ImerneL 
But they hit on the wrong reasons. Those criticisms that focus on truth rry 
misrakenly to provide reassurance about the possibility of a public sphere 
of free and democratic discussion. This reassuring discussion telies on an 
ideal of original, natural, face-to-f3ce interactions about important matters 
by people who agrec on what counts as important, respect onc another, and 
don't watch too much television. Television is crucial to this idealized pub­
lic, first, as an embodiment of the passivity, triviality, and desire it has re­
pressed and, serond, as preciscly that technology through which the pub­
lic is called into being in contemporary America.18 "That's one giant step 
for man .. . " Thinlcing about the Internet as the public sphere works reas­
suringly to alleviate some of the strain of this paradox. 

More than a new or even a 6nal frontier, cyberia refers to the dispersion 
ofbanles in the information age along numerous fronts and fault lines. The 
(Iuestions of trust and credibility on the Net are particularly vexing to those 
who have been disconnected (or those who have never been connected) 
from life on the screens, from the games and role playing already deeply in­
scribed in COntemporary technocuhure. If we don't believe what we see on 
television, why would we believe what we access on the Net? Testimonies, 
the claims of expert witnesses, and the findings of investigative committet..'S 
are as reliable as the networks within which they have meaning; inst:l.lIed 
elsewhere, as the Simpson jury made clear, they're as implausible as mad 
cow disease or Gulf War syndrome. Anxieties over truth on the Net func­
tion primarily w reassure our trust in other sorts of mediated interactions; 
indeed. to pathologize our justifiable paranoia. Like the hysteria around 
pedophiles abusing children who happen upon modems and user-friendly 
software, like the sacrifice of abductees on televisual altars, anxieties over 
truth on the Net channel our suspicions about our everyday world into the 
safely foreign realm of tbe technical, as if we were not embedded in tech­
noculrure already. 
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ofbanles in the information age along numerous fronts and fault lines. The 
(Iuestions of trust and credibility on the Net are particularly vexing to those 
who have been disconnected (or those who have never been connected) 
from life on the screens, from the games and role playing already deeply in­
scribed in COntemporary technocuhure. If we don't believe what we see on 
television, why would we believe what we access on the Net? Testimonies, 
the claims of expert witnesses, and the findings of investigative committet..'S 
are as reliable as the networks within which they have meaning; inst:l.lIed 
elsewhere, as the Simpson jury made clear, they're as implausible as mad 
cow disease or Gulf War syndrome. Anxieties over truth on the Net func­
tion primarily w reassure our trust in other sorts of mediated interactions; 
indeed. to pathologize our justifiable paranoia. Like the hysteria around 
pedophiles abusing children who happen upon modems and user-friendly 
software, like the sacrifice of abductees on televisual altars, anxieties over 
truth on the Net channel our suspicions about our everyday world into the 
safely foreign realm of tbe technical, as if we were not embedded in tech­
noculrure already. 
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"'Just the Facts, Ma'amo. 

H ow can claims to truth be defended when reality is virtual? \¥hat can 
count as evidence when collective and individual memories are as suged as 
an Apollo launch or a saucer abducting a woman in the middle of Man­
hattan? l<J The writings of some abductees suggest that the answer can be 

found in detail, unceasing waves of minute detail. Kathann:!. Wilson pro­
vides a "researcher's supplement" to her book, TheA/iro JigrlTW. In this sup­
plement she correlates her alxluctions with specific points in her menstrual 
cycle. She concludes that ber alxluctions most often tooL:: place in the week 
immediately following ovulation. She analyzes the memories and dreams 
recorded in her journal, and published in The Alirn JigrlTW, in order to pro­
vide quantifiable data on the physiological and emotional effects of her ab­
duction. Duringor after 3 percent of her abduction experiences (she recalls 
or has reason to believe that she was abducted 11 9 times), Wilson feh full 
or bloated; during or after 1 percent of her experiences, she felt pain in her 
nostril. )O She details the presence of military personnel in abductions, the 
various locales visited during an alxluction, and the different sorts of aliens 
involved. I shouJd add that Wilson does not conclude that her evidence ac­
tually proves anything. Rather, she provides it as a supplement to the evi­
dence offered by other researcher.s and abductees. 

Karla Turner, Beth Collings, and Anna Jamerson 211 describe daily 
rituals of combing their bodies fo r evidem,:e. They discover small cuts, 
scars, and bruises. They find needlelike puncture marks, bumps, and some­
times blood. Jamerson says that even when new marks turn up, she isn't 
convinced toc'Y are necessarily new.11 Turner observes: "As evidence of 

alien contact, tbey are useless if there is no memory of an event to go 
with them." ll Still, as they search for truth, these abductees become ever 
more preoccupied with the minutiae of the everyday, observing and re­
cording details that would have remained unnoticed. \¥hat cannot be ex­
plained, understood, or remembered points toward the alien even if it 
doesn't prove it. 

For more than a weeL:, Turner records the sounds of her house at night. 
The tape from the third night played back a series of eighty-five sounds not 
unlike "the noise a six-foot-tall can of hair spray might make: short, breathy 
aspirations that were more mechanical-sounding than organic." )l Her ef­
forts to document abductions are ultimately as unsuccessful as Collings and 
Jamerson's. At the Abduction Study Conference at MIT, Richard Boylan, a 
psychologist who is also an experiencer, dismissed attempts to "capture an 
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event on electromagnetic recording equipment. or to use stealth technol~ 

ogy." Boylan argued: "You're dealing with people who can read your minds, 

what do you mean stealth technology? If they don't want to be captured, 

thdlll:UIR if whil! you'r@ forminR [he plot They !'lin ~11O \!n!C you com-
ing through technologies bener th3n w.e'li evolve for awhile."H 

The vast compilation of data, of information, are confounded by an in ~ 
ability to determine not just .... ·hat the data might mean or where they might 

fit, but whether they are real or staged data. Many srudying and experienc~ 
ing abduction think that the telepathic and technological superiority of 
aliens enables them to produce experiences and memories. "Vhat is not 
clear is whether these productions can be thought of as real and what "real" 
means in this case. All abductees report screen memories. Haley mentions 
a light show seemingly put on just for her ro photograph. The pictures 
don't rum out. \Vilson \iews theatrics as a central part of the aliens' srudy 
of human behavior. She considers whether some of the variety of alien 
forms might be explained by masks or disguises, "since the only thing we 
art sure of is that the aliens are extremely good at decei\i ng US." lf Budd 
Hopkins explains the multiply witnessed abduction of Linda Cortile in 
New York City in 1989 as an event deliberately staged for an important po~ 
litical leader.J6 Hopldns includes the text of a letter scm ro him by this 

"third man," a witness Hopkins suggests is a highly placed official in the 
United Nations although he refers to him as "Poppy." NASA isn't the only 
space agency oriented toward an audience. 

Obsessively gathering information is not the only response to the virtu­
ality of abduction. There are more transcendent reactions, reactions that 
seek to escape what is felt as the limits of accepted re31ity by swnmoning 
the spirirual, the religious. By their second and third books, Beny Andre~ 
asson and Whitley Strieber are connecting aliens with angels and stressing 
the transformation in consciousness effected by abduction. John Mack, 
tOO, stresses the possibility of higher meanings in abduction, what the phe­
nomenon might "teach us about the redemptive and transformative role of 
emotion in human life."J7 Finding that abduction violates the separation 
between the spiritual and the physical fundamental to Western thought at 

• 
least since the se\'enteenth century, he suggests that such a transgression 
may reHect the very purpose of abduction. Mack writes: wWe seek power 
to dominate, control, or influence a sphere of action. But the abduction 
phenomenon by its demonstration that control is impossible. even absurd, 
and its capacity to reveal our wider identity in the universe inviteS us ro dis~ 
cover the meaning of our 'power' in a deeper, spiritual sense." J8 
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The Grassy Knoll 

Many in the UFO and abduction communities are convinced that the 
government is covering up the evidence of aliens. Not only that, but they 
think the government systematically lies about the aliens, sending out dis­
information to confuse researchers and make those in the community look 
stupid. They think, in other words, that the American government is not 

accountable to voters in a democratic process, that secret groups and 
forces within the government act in ways that are antithetical to the prin­
ciples of democracy, and that, for all its promises of safety and security, the 
government fails, sometimes deliberately, to protect some Americans from 
violence. 

Some African Americans believe that the government, particularly the 

CIA, introduced crack cocaine into urban areas with large African Ameri­
can populations. 39 The drug trade may have been linked with munitions 
deals and support for the Contras in Central America. Some believe that 
the Los Angeles Police Department tampered with evidence and framed 
0 . ]. Simpson for murder. Some believe that AIDS was specifically intro­

duced in black bodies.40 A few believe that the deaths of 913 people inJones­
town, Guyana, were part of a "black genocide operation intended to be one 

of many such programs to entrap, enslave, and eventually kill off black 
people."41 Some believe that the U.S. government carried out syphilis ex­

periments on African American men in Tuskegee, Alabama. Some African 
Americans believe, in other words, that America has systematically op­
pressed black people, denied them jobs and opportunities, established sep­
arate and unequal procedures and criteria for justice, beaten, inlprisoned, 
and killed black men, subverted African American leaders, devalued black 

bodies, and denied basic necessities of humane physical and medical care to 
African American citizens. 

Some women think that pharmaceutical companies have either inade­
quately tested silicon breast implants, covered up problems with the im­
plants, or used large grants to influence scientific experts to discredit claims 
about the implants' dangers. They think, in other words, that there is 

something harmful to women about having plastic surgery to enlarge their 
breast size and that there are powerful and influential people in this coun­
try in whose interest it is to underplay this harm. 

Some people believe that the moon landing was faked. Others think 
Pathfinder landed in New Mexico. They believe that the U.S. government 
is more likely to use television and technology to deceive and manipulate 

than to carry out something wonderful and admirable. 

142 Aliens In America 

The Grassy Knoll 

Many in the UFO and abduction communities are convinced that the 
government is covering up the evidence of aliens. Not only that, but they 
think the government systematically lies about the aliens, sending out dis­
information to confuse researchers and make those in the community look 
stupid. They think, in other words, that the American government is not 

accountable to voters in a democratic process, that secret groups and 
forces within the government act in ways that are antithetical to the prin­
ciples of democracy, and that, for all its promises of safety and security, the 
government fails, sometimes deliberately, to protect some Americans from 
violence. 

Some African Americans believe that the government, particularly the 

CIA, introduced crack cocaine into urban areas with large African Ameri­
can populations. 39 The drug trade may have been linked with munitions 
deals and support for the Contras in Central America. Some believe that 
the Los Angeles Police Department tampered with evidence and framed 
0 . ]. Simpson for murder. Some believe that AIDS was specifically intro­

duced in black bodies.40 A few believe that the deaths of 913 people inJones­
town, Guyana, were part of a "black genocide operation intended to be one 

of many such programs to entrap, enslave, and eventually kill off black 
people."41 Some believe that the U.S. government carried out syphilis ex­

periments on African American men in Tuskegee, Alabama. Some African 
Americans believe, in other words, that America has systematically op­
pressed black people, denied them jobs and opportunities, established sep­
arate and unequal procedures and criteria for justice, beaten, inlprisoned, 
and killed black men, subverted African American leaders, devalued black 

bodies, and denied basic necessities of humane physical and medical care to 
African American citizens. 

Some women think that pharmaceutical companies have either inade­
quately tested silicon breast implants, covered up problems with the im­
plants, or used large grants to influence scientific experts to discredit claims 
about the implants' dangers. They think, in other words, that there is 

something harmful to women about having plastic surgery to enlarge their 
breast size and that there are powerful and influential people in this coun­
try in whose interest it is to underplay this harm. 

Some people believe that the moon landing was faked. Others think 
Pathfinder landed in New Mexico. They believe that the U.S. government 
is more likely to use television and technology to deceive and manipulate 

than to carry out something wonderful and admirable. 

142 Aliens In America 



Throughout American history people have believed that the pope was 
plotting to take over the country, that the Freemasons designed Washing~ 
ron, D.C. ("Almost every one of the signers of the Declaration oflndepen~ 
dence was a Mason. The U.S. Constitution was also framed to fit Mason 
precepts of liberty, equality, and fraternity"), that the ACLU was out to 
undermine family values, that communists were taking over the State De~ 
parnuent, that the Trilateral Commission was the real power in this coun~ 

try.4! Americans have feared and organized against what they saw as alien 
peoples (Irish, Germans, Italians), alien religions (Catholicism, Morrnon~ 
ism, Judaism), alien ideas (communism, Freemasonry), illegal aliens (Mexi~ 

c:ms), alien technology (electricity, television, computers, genetic engi­
neering), and aliens (extraterrestrials). This attitude has been pan of the 
history of America's understanding of its own identity, part of establishing 
the meaning of "American," the content and boundaries of the nation :H 

Throughout American history some people have sought to defend what 
they understood as democracy against what seemed to them to be the hid~ 

den machinations of a secret society. Often this defense has been inscribed 
on the bodies of those who could least bear it. At other times it has been 
targeted at elites, intellectuals, and (the) government itself. 

Like the Internet and abduction, conspiracy thoory is a way of proccss~ 
ing information, a way of making links in the combined sense of discover~ 
ing as welJ as creating. If abduction is about content and the Internet is 
about media, then conspiracy theory is about interpretation and analysis. 
Through its links and associations, conspiracy tht..'Ory codes critical re­
fl ections on democratic society as a particularized set of threats. Like ab­
duction and the internet. conspiracy theory challenges secrecy with infor­
mation. And, of course, to ask about the "rruth" of this information is to 

miss the point. As Paige Baty writes, "On the one hand, the conspiracy the­
ory searches for the rruth. On the other, many rruths are repeatedly shown 
to be the products of fictions, plots, and lies."~ 

In an influential essay from the mid-sixties, Richard Hofstadter tries to 
caprure the essence of conspiracy and the "paranoid style" as they have ap­
peared in American politics. I want to stress two of the characteristics he 
attributes to this "paranoid style": the element of distortion and the clement 
of evidence. First, although Hofstadter doesn't claim that the style in which 
a political idea is expressed determines the worth of that idea, he nonethe­
less finds it more likely that bad, false, and deeply right-wing views will be 
articulated with paranoid rhetoric. "'A distorted style," he reasons, "is a pos­
sible signal that may alen us to a distorted judgment, just as in art an ugly 
style is a cue to fundamental defects of t::lstc. ". s Second, Hofstadter notes 

I Want to a_II ... _ 143 

Jj)" I 

Throughout American history people have believed that the pope was 
plotting to take over the country, that the Freemasons designed Washing~ 
ron, D.C. ("Almost every one of the signers of the Declaration oflndepen~ 
dence was a Mason. The U.S. Constitution was also framed to fit Mason 
precepts of liberty, equality, and fraternity"), that the ACLU was out to 
undermine family values, that communists were taking over the State De~ 
parnuent, that the Trilateral Commission was the real power in this coun~ 

try.4! Americans have feared and organized against what they saw as alien 
peoples (Irish, Germans, Italians), alien religions (Catholicism, Morrnon~ 
ism, Judaism), alien ideas (communism, Freemasonry), illegal aliens (Mexi~ 

c:ms), alien technology (electricity, television, computers, genetic engi­
neering), and aliens (extraterrestrials). This attitude has been pan of the 
history of America's understanding of its own identity, part of establishing 
the meaning of "American," the content and boundaries of the nation :H 

Throughout American history some people have sought to defend what 
they understood as democracy against what seemed to them to be the hid~ 

den machinations of a secret society. Often this defense has been inscribed 
on the bodies of those who could least bear it. At other times it has been 
targeted at elites, intellectuals, and (the) government itself. 

Like the Internet and abduction, conspiracy thoory is a way of proccss~ 
ing information, a way of making links in the combined sense of discover~ 
ing as welJ as creating. If abduction is about content and the Internet is 
about media, then conspiracy theory is about interpretation and analysis. 
Through its links and associations, conspiracy tht..'Ory codes critical re­
fl ections on democratic society as a particularized set of threats. Like ab­
duction and the internet. conspiracy theory challenges secrecy with infor­
mation. And, of course, to ask about the "rruth" of this information is to 

miss the point. As Paige Baty writes, "On the one hand, the conspiracy the­
ory searches for the rruth. On the other, many rruths are repeatedly shown 
to be the products of fictions, plots, and lies."~ 

In an influential essay from the mid-sixties, Richard Hofstadter tries to 
caprure the essence of conspiracy and the "paranoid style" as they have ap­
peared in American politics. I want to stress two of the characteristics he 
attributes to this "paranoid style": the element of distortion and the clement 
of evidence. First, although Hofstadter doesn't claim that the style in which 
a political idea is expressed determines the worth of that idea, he nonethe­
less finds it more likely that bad, false, and deeply right-wing views will be 
articulated with paranoid rhetoric. "'A distorted style," he reasons, "is a pos­
sible signal that may alen us to a distorted judgment, just as in art an ugly 
style is a cue to fundamental defects of t::lstc. ". s Second, Hofstadter notes 
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that paranoid scholarship usually begins with defensible assumptions and a 
set of facts that are used to prove the truth of conspiracy. He writes: "It is 
nothing if not coherent - in fact, the paranoid mentality is far more coher­
ent than the real world, since it leaves no room for mistakes, failures, or am­
biguities." For Hofstadter, then, "what distinguishes the paranoid style is 
not .. . the absence of verifiable facts . .. but rather the curious leap in imag­
ination that is always made at some critical point in the recital of events."46 

Hofstadter isn't wrong. But because he has decided in advance what can 
be categorized as having a paranoid style, a decision he makes based on his 
assumptions that social conflict is "something to be mediated and compro­
mised," he doesn't consider what makes conspiracy theories useful for those 
who deploy themY For him, they can only be signs of pathology, devia­
tions from the right and reasonable procedures of consensus politics. For 
him, there are only two kinds of politics, normal and distorted, and the pos­
sibility that the normal is itself already a myth, illusion, or simplification 
deployed in ways that prevent its contestation never arises. Indeed, Hof­
stadter's attack on the curious jumps and leaps, on the hyperrationality of 
conspiracy theory, may actually be an attack against theory in general. 
How vast is the leap from social conflict and differentiation to the social 
contracts, original positions, and ideal-speech situations of normative po­
litical theory? How curious is the effort to vacate from the site of politics 
the lives, languages, and bodies that conflict and reproduce there? Much, 
too much, social and political theory leaves little room for mistakes and 
ambiguities, making attributions of rational choice willy-nilly. 

The so-called distortions and imaginative leaps of conspiracy theory may 
be helpful tools for coding politics in the virtual realities of the techno­
global information age. Not least because we've lost the conditions under 
which we can tell the difference: the increase in information brought about 
by global telecommunications disrupts the production of a normalized, 
hegemonic field of the normal against which distortions can be measured. 
The accusation of distortion is thus revealed as a play of power, one often 
made on the part of a dominant group against those who may perceive 
themselves as threatened, marginalized, or oppressed, as harmed by the de­
vices of associations so inaccessible they may as well be secret. Would crite­
ria for normal versus distorted help us deal with fears of government com­
plicity in the impact of AIDS on black bodies in tl1e face of the histories of 
denial and violation in which the Tuskegee experiments are embedded? 

Turning the claims of conspiracy theory against those accustomed to 
using it as a dismissal, as an accusation, may enable the theorization of new 
types of political action, actions especially adapted to the multiple terrains 

144 Aliens in America 

that paranoid scholarship usually begins with defensible assumptions and a 
set of facts that are used to prove the truth of conspiracy. He writes: "It is 
nothing if not coherent - in fact, the paranoid mentality is far more coher­
ent than the real world, since it leaves no room for mistakes, failures, or am­
biguities." For Hofstadter, then, "what distinguishes the paranoid style is 
not .. . the absence of verifiable facts . .. but rather the curious leap in imag­
ination that is always made at some critical point in the recital of events."46 

Hofstadter isn't wrong. But because he has decided in advance what can 
be categorized as having a paranoid style, a decision he makes based on his 
assumptions that social conflict is "something to be mediated and compro­
mised," he doesn't consider what makes conspiracy theories useful for those 
who deploy themY For him, they can only be signs of pathology, devia­
tions from the right and reasonable procedures of consensus politics. For 
him, there are only two kinds of politics, normal and distorted, and the pos­
sibility that the normal is itself already a myth, illusion, or simplification 
deployed in ways that prevent its contestation never arises. Indeed, Hof­
stadter's attack on the curious jumps and leaps, on the hyperrationality of 
conspiracy theory, may actually be an attack against theory in general. 
How vast is the leap from social conflict and differentiation to the social 
contracts, original positions, and ideal-speech situations of normative po­
litical theory? How curious is the effort to vacate from the site of politics 
the lives, languages, and bodies that conflict and reproduce there? Much, 
too much, social and political theory leaves little room for mistakes and 
ambiguities, making attributions of rational choice willy-nilly. 

The so-called distortions and imaginative leaps of conspiracy theory may 
be helpful tools for coding politics in the virtual realities of the techno­
global information age. Not least because we've lost the conditions under 
which we can tell the difference: the increase in information brought about 
by global telecommunications disrupts the production of a normalized, 
hegemonic field of the normal against which distortions can be measured. 
The accusation of distortion is thus revealed as a play of power, one often 
made on the part of a dominant group against those who may perceive 
themselves as threatened, marginalized, or oppressed, as harmed by the de­
vices of associations so inaccessible they may as well be secret. Would crite­
ria for normal versus distorted help us deal with fears of government com­
plicity in the impact of AIDS on black bodies in tl1e face of the histories of 
denial and violation in which the Tuskegee experiments are embedded? 

Turning the claims of conspiracy theory against those accustomed to 
using it as a dismissal, as an accusation, may enable the theorization of new 
types of political action, actions especially adapted to the multiple terrains 

144 Aliens in America 



of the information age. John Carlin describes the following war games 
played at the Department of Defense: 

The teams are presented with a series of h)1Xlthetical incidents, said to 
have occurred during the preceding 24 hours. Georgia's telecom system 
has gone down. The signals on Amtrak's New York to W:ashington 
traffic line have fai led, precipitating a head-on collision. Air traffic (."On­
trol at LAX h:as collapsed. A bomb has exploded at an Army base in 
Texas. And so forth. 

The teams fan out to separate rooms with one hour to prepare 
briefing papers for the president. "Not to worry - these are isolated in­
cidents, an unfortunate set of coincidences," is one possible conclusion. 
Another might be "Someone-we're still trying to determine who ­
appears to have the US under fu ll scale attack.." Or maybe just "Round 
up the usual militia suspects."~ 

Without theorizing conspiracy it may not be possible to confront poli tical 
actions, to realize that struggles have already begun. \ 

It may also not be possible to carry out political actions without con­
spiracy theory, without making links so as to create specific political im­
ages. E-mail, the Net, and the global web of media and communications 
enable a variety of different tactics for engagement- from "spamming," 
or sending out political messages as a sort of electronic junk mail, to hoax 
and alternative sites on the " 'orld Wide Web, to more covert and less le­
gal forms of infiltration and subversion. Thanks to networked communica­
tion, images are not just for expens anymore. 

Historians like H ofstadter write about conspiracy fears and paranoid 
styles from the presumption of a normal political and social field as one 
that is constituted by compromise, inclusion, debate, security, and con­
stancy. The terms of politics, the players, the rules, and the ethical position 
of "each" of the two sides (for the options are necessarily binary) are dear 
and known. Subterfuge and secrecy can only be distortions in this world; 
they aren't necessary. This is a dangerous presumption today. Such a pre­
sumption covers over awareness of the invasive, the insecure, the iUusory, 
exposed by abduction, accessible on the Net. "A good conspiracy is an un­
provable conspiracy."4\> 

Virtual Connections 

Underlying some interpretations of abduction is an idea about the 
nature of truth. Some abduction researchers share this idea, regardless of 
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whether they have negative or positive appraisals of the phenomenon of ab­
duction. This idea about truth, moreover, can be found in a variety of con­
spiracy t heories. It can also be found in discussions of the Internet. The 
idea is a notion of fundamental interconnectedness. 

Abductees appear to link every odd or uncomfortable occurrence in 
thei r lives. They connect missing computer files with missing fetuses. They 
connect gazes from strangers sitting across a room with phones that ring 
once and then Stop. They connect the emotions they feci when seeing a 
picrure of a big-headed Gray with enormous black eyes with their inability 
to remember details from their pasts. Beth Collings fi nds that none of the 
convemional explanations offered for abduction -"coincidence," "lucid 
dreams," or "faulty human memory" - can "justify the whole." "Until 
something better came along, something that could explain all the con­
necting events, we had no choice but to continue as we had been," she 
writes, "examining each unexplained event, comparing notcs on shared 
memories, talJdng candidly with family and fri ends, and .L:eeping an open 
mind." .lo Because t he events are connected, one explanation has to account 
for all of them. The truth will explain what it is that makes the connection 
possible; t hat the connection is pos.<;ible, is, in fact, already there, is as­
sumed from t he outset. The fa ct of connection, in other words, establishes 
the primary criterion for accepting a claim to truth. 

The researchers concerned with the neg-drive aspects of abduction, with 
the pain and suffering abductees experience and the frightening implica­
tions of the breeding project, also presume a fu ndamental interconnected­
ness. In addition to arguing for the nC{;essity of a full and comprehensive 
explanation, for a truth that can account for all the various experiences of 
the abductees, HopJdns and Jacobs accept the possibility of a breeding proj­
ect ill\'olving humans and extraterrestrials. Hybridity, though not yet ex­
plicable, is not baffling. With technology, anything is possible; anything is 
knowable, eventually. jaoobs points ou[ that this theory does not depend 
on the genetic compatibility of humans and aliens, hypothesizing that the 
hybrids are in fact products of genetic engineering. J J His laboratory expla­
nation supports an account of deep alien-human connection; it makes pos­
sible his contention that humans and aliens are interconnected to such an 
extent t hat the connt.'Ction results in progeny, a hybrid species or rnce. 

Hopkins's recent research on the Linda Cortile case connects the ab­
duction of a Manhattan housewife out of an upper-story apartment to 
numerous wimesses from around the city, prominent politicians in par­
ticular.S! On November 30, 1989, Cortile phoned Hopkins about an expe­
rience she had the night before, an experience she suspected was an abduc-
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tion. She remembered a tingly feeling in her legs and a head with large 
black eyes. She and Hoplcins had worked together uncovering other ab­
duction memories for several months, so they decided [Q use hypnotic re­
gression to learn more about the experience. Under hypnosis she described 
how four or five black-eyed beings paralyzed her, carried her intO her liv­
ing room, and then accompanied her om her twelfth-floor window in a 
beam of light. Once in their craft, she is examined. The aliens are especially 
interested in Cortile's nose and spend some time sticking an instrument in 
her right nostril. Three years later, in February 1991, Hoplcins receives a 
letter from two men who identify themselves as "Police Officers Dan and 
Richard." The letter describes how, back in November 1989, around three 
in the morning, while sitting in their patrol car underneath an elevated por­
tion ofFDR Drive, they saw a large, reddish oval hovering over an apart­
ment building. They got out binoculars to see it better and observed a 
woman in a white nightgown escorted by small ugly creatures float up into 
the craft in a beam of bright light. 

As he traces out the various links surrounding this complicated case, 
Hoplcins marvels over the aliens' theatricality. Cortile's abduction seems as 

if it were sl3ged, for Dan and Richard were not the only witnesses. Indeed, 
the abduction seemed to have occurred at precisely that time when an im­

portant political figure would witness it. Hopkins links Linda's abduction 

to the fall of the Berlin Wall earlier that month and to the Czech general 
strike. He notes that Lech Wal"sa was in New York City on the very day of 

the abduction and speculates that other powerful politicians could have 
been involved in secret diplomatic meetings.S! 

Moreover, Hoplcins discovers an intricate "cosmic micro-management" 
that brings Linda together with two other people. people that she didn't 
realize she knew, people with whom she had been abducted all her life. 
Hopkins concludes that the aliens are so intertWined in human lives that 
they arrange some human relationships. This he refers to as "controlled 
pairing." Like David Jacobs, Hopkins stresses that abductions affect fami­
lies, occurring in successive generations. Abductions rarely happen only 
once. 1bey are part of a lifetime. Abduction is continuous, permanent. "It's 
very much like an assembly line," says Jacobs.54 Each abduction is con­
nected to another; they are all part of something larger, something t hat 
connects humans and aliens, earth and outerspace. 

John Mack, the most prominent of the positive interpreters of abduc­
tion, presents the most extensive vision ofimerconnection. He reports that 
his work with abductees reveals the aliens' preoccupation with the fate of 

, •• 

tion. She remembered a tingly feeling in her legs and a head with large 
black eyes. She and Hoplcins had worked together uncovering other ab­
duction memories for several months, so they decided [Q use hypnotic re­
gression to learn more about the experience. Under hypnosis she described 
how four or five black-eyed beings paralyzed her, carried her intO her liv­
ing room, and then accompanied her om her twelfth-floor window in a 
beam of light. Once in their craft, she is examined. The aliens are especially 
interested in Cortile's nose and spend some time sticking an instrument in 
her right nostril. Three years later, in February 1991, Hoplcins receives a 
letter from two men who identify themselves as "Police Officers Dan and 
Richard." The letter describes how, back in November 1989, around three 
in the morning, while sitting in their patrol car underneath an elevated por­
tion ofFDR Drive, they saw a large, reddish oval hovering over an apart­
ment building. They got out binoculars to see it better and observed a 
woman in a white nightgown escorted by small ugly creatures float up into 
the craft in a beam of bright light. 

As he traces out the various links surrounding this complicated case, 
Hoplcins marvels over the aliens' theatricality. Cortile's abduction seems as 

if it were sl3ged, for Dan and Richard were not the only witnesses. Indeed, 
the abduction seemed to have occurred at precisely that time when an im­

portant political figure would witness it. Hopkins links Linda's abduction 

to the fall of the Berlin Wall earlier that month and to the Czech general 
strike. He notes that Lech Wal"sa was in New York City on the very day of 

the abduction and speculates that other powerful politicians could have 
been involved in secret diplomatic meetings.S! 

Moreover, Hoplcins discovers an intricate "cosmic micro-management" 
that brings Linda together with two other people. people that she didn't 
realize she knew, people with whom she had been abducted all her life. 
Hopkins concludes that the aliens are so intertWined in human lives that 
they arrange some human relationships. This he refers to as "controlled 
pairing." Like David Jacobs, Hopkins stresses that abductions affect fami­
lies, occurring in successive generations. Abductions rarely happen only 
once. 1bey are part of a lifetime. Abduction is continuous, permanent. "It's 
very much like an assembly line," says Jacobs.54 Each abduction is con­
nected to another; they are all part of something larger, something t hat 
connects humans and aliens, earth and outerspace. 

John Mack, the most prominent of the positive interpreters of abduc­
tion, presents the most extensive vision ofimerconnection. He reports that 
his work with abductees reveals the aliens' preoccupation with the fate of 

, •• 

tion. She remembered a tingly feeling in her legs and a head with large 
black eyes. She and Hoplcins had worked together uncovering other ab­
duction memories for several months, so they decided [Q use hypnotic re­
gression to learn more about the experience. Under hypnosis she described 
how four or five black-eyed beings paralyzed her, carried her intO her liv­
ing room, and then accompanied her om her twelfth-floor window in a 
beam of light. Once in their craft, she is examined. The aliens are especially 
interested in Cortile's nose and spend some time sticking an instrument in 
her right nostril. Three years later, in February 1991, Hoplcins receives a 
letter from two men who identify themselves as "Police Officers Dan and 
Richard." The letter describes how, back in November 1989, around three 
in the morning, while sitting in their patrol car underneath an elevated por­
tion ofFDR Drive, they saw a large, reddish oval hovering over an apart­
ment building. They got out binoculars to see it better and observed a 
woman in a white nightgown escorted by small ugly creatures float up into 
the craft in a beam of bright light. 

As he traces out the various links surrounding this complicated case, 
Hoplcins marvels over the aliens' theatricality. Cortile's abduction seems as 

if it were sl3ged, for Dan and Richard were not the only witnesses. Indeed, 
the abduction seemed to have occurred at precisely that time when an im­

portant political figure would witness it. Hopkins links Linda's abduction 

to the fall of the Berlin Wall earlier that month and to the Czech general 
strike. He notes that Lech Wal"sa was in New York City on the very day of 

the abduction and speculates that other powerful politicians could have 
been involved in secret diplomatic meetings.S! 

Moreover, Hoplcins discovers an intricate "cosmic micro-management" 
that brings Linda together with two other people. people that she didn't 
realize she knew, people with whom she had been abducted all her life. 
Hopkins concludes that the aliens are so intertWined in human lives that 
they arrange some human relationships. This he refers to as "controlled 
pairing." Like David Jacobs, Hopkins stresses that abductions affect fami­
lies, occurring in successive generations. Abductions rarely happen only 
once. 1bey are part of a lifetime. Abduction is continuous, permanent. "It's 
very much like an assembly line," says Jacobs.54 Each abduction is con­
nected to another; they are all part of something larger, something t hat 
connects humans and aliens, earth and outerspace. 

John Mack, the most prominent of the positive interpreters of abduc­
tion, presents the most extensive vision ofimerconnection. He reports that 
his work with abductees reveals the aliens' preoccupation with the fate of 

, •• 

tion. She remembered a tingly feeling in her legs and a head with large 
black eyes. She and Hoplcins had worked together uncovering other ab­
duction memories for several months, so they decided [Q use hypnotic re­
gression to learn more about the experience. Under hypnosis she described 
how four or five black-eyed beings paralyzed her, carried her intO her liv­
ing room, and then accompanied her om her twelfth-floor window in a 
beam of light. Once in their craft, she is examined. The aliens are especially 
interested in Cortile's nose and spend some time sticking an instrument in 
her right nostril. Three years later, in February 1991, Hoplcins receives a 
letter from two men who identify themselves as "Police Officers Dan and 
Richard." The letter describes how, back in November 1989, around three 
in the morning, while sitting in their patrol car underneath an elevated por­
tion ofFDR Drive, they saw a large, reddish oval hovering over an apart­
ment building. They got out binoculars to see it better and observed a 
woman in a white nightgown escorted by small ugly creatures float up into 
the craft in a beam of bright light. 

As he traces out the various links surrounding this complicated case, 
Hoplcins marvels over the aliens' theatricality. Cortile's abduction seems as 

if it were sl3ged, for Dan and Richard were not the only witnesses. Indeed, 
the abduction seemed to have occurred at precisely that time when an im­

portant political figure would witness it. Hopkins links Linda's abduction 

to the fall of the Berlin Wall earlier that month and to the Czech general 
strike. He notes that Lech Wal"sa was in New York City on the very day of 

the abduction and speculates that other powerful politicians could have 
been involved in secret diplomatic meetings.S! 

Moreover, Hoplcins discovers an intricate "cosmic micro-management" 
that brings Linda together with two other people. people that she didn't 
realize she knew, people with whom she had been abducted all her life. 
Hopkins concludes that the aliens are so intertWined in human lives that 
they arrange some human relationships. This he refers to as "controlled 
pairing." Like David Jacobs, Hopkins stresses that abductions affect fami­
lies, occurring in successive generations. Abductions rarely happen only 
once. 1bey are part of a lifetime. Abduction is continuous, permanent. "It's 
very much like an assembly line," says Jacobs.54 Each abduction is con­
nected to another; they are all part of something larger, something t hat 
connects humans and aliens, earth and outerspace. 

John Mack, the most prominent of the positive interpreters of abduc­
tion, presents the most extensive vision ofimerconnection. He reports that 
his work with abductees reveals the aliens' preoccupation with the fate of 

, •• 



the earth, especially with human destruction ofthe environrnent.H Mack 
.writes: "Nothing in my work on UFO abductions has surprised me as 
much as the discovery that what is happening to the earth has not gone un­
noticed elsewhere in the universe. That the earth itself, and its potential de­
struction, could have an effeet beyond itself or its own environment was 
altogether outside the worldview in which I was raised. But it would appear 
from the information that abductees receive that the earth had value or 
importance in a larger, interrelated cosmic system that mirrors the inter­
connectedness of life on earth." J6 Drawing from what he has learned from 
abductees. Mack conceives environment as ~more than nature or our physi­
cal ecology. It refers to the entire context oflife itself." He posits that "the 
aliens seem to be concerned with our 'environment' in this total sense." S7 
H e stresses the tapestry metaphor that one abductee used to characterize 
the universe. 

For Mack, the fa ct of interconnection at the heart of abduction provides 
a critica l standpoint from which to assess the problematic conception of 
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of ultimate interconnection. Abduction extends the idea of interconnect­

edness that is so prominent in contemporary society. 
Of course, notions of interconnection, wholeness, and unity are not 

new. Non-Western cultures have offered various understandings of uni­

versal connection. Western theory has, from time to time, embraced ideals 
of wholeness, as in, for example, cyclical notions of history o r medieval 
Christian conceptions of the oneness of reason, creation, and the revealed 
will of God. Some forms of mysticism, spirirual ism, Rosicrucianism, and 
witchcraft continue to embrace a belief in the ultimate unity of all things. 

What makes the current emphasis on interconnection different, however, 

is that it is coupled with a scientific understanding o f the world. That is to 
say, it is not primarily religious or mystical (although there are mystical 
strands and communities in cyberculrure as well as in croculrure). Instead, 
the supposition of interconnection is grounded in scientific notions of ex­
periment, testing, reason, and proof. It is part of what Max Weber under­
stood as a disenchanted or rationalized and intellecrualized vision of the 
world. For Weber, disenchanmlent did not mean that everything about the 
world was already known. Rather, the world was in principle knowable, not 

subject to mysterious forces.61 For the most pan, this is the notion of in­
terconnection at work in abduction as welL Abductees and alxluction re­
searchers are comlnitted to the reassuring \':iew that answers, interpreta­

tions, explanations for the phenomena are out there; all they have to do is 

find them. 
If abduction is, as I've suggested, a symptomatic expression of the sup­

position of interconnection running through some contemporary currents 
of American culture, what is it symptomatic of? Put somewhat differently, 
what does it tell us about the presumption of interconnection? At the very 
least. it tells us that the problems of anomie and atomism that occupied so­
ciologists in the 19505 and 1960s may have given way to a new set of issues 
around the ways people arc connected to one another and to their envi­

ronments. This, I think, is evidenced by current preoccupations with pri­
vacy. On the Net these preoccupations stress personal information and 
tracking technologies that monitor the sites we \':isit, products we buy, and 
messages we send. In the home, these preoccupations often center on sex­
ual activities and the limits of state interference. 

More specifically, however, there is something troubling about a pre­

sumption of interconnection: namely, it covers over how connections are 
created and maintained. This has been a key problem with some conspir­
acy theory as it elides the transition from fact to fact, failing to make clear 
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just how a link is established. But I want to begin with a more everyday il­
lustration. The sense of interconnection is in part a product of buttons. 
That is to say, many different activities in contemporary life employ the 
same user interface: buttons.62 I can open my garage door, type this sen­
tence, call out for pizza, and change channels on the television with one and 
the same motion. The differences among these activities are covered over 
by the ubiquity of buttons. Similarly, an idea like "We are all connected" 
deflects attention from those who are in fact not connected, those who may 
be homeless or left alone with no one to care for them. Furthermore, it 
forestalls inquiry into the various types and degrees of interconnection. 
What connection might mean, and in what contex"ts, is left up to the imag­
ination, a lot like the reproductive dimensions of cybersex. This might 
open up a terrain for freedom, but at the same time it may very well close 
off inquiry into hierarchies of power. 

If we take interconnections between people as given, we displace atten­
tion from the variety of ways connections are produced. This mind-set ex­
plains, in part, some of the derision heaped on conspiracy theory, but also, 
I think, some of the problems in political theory as well: the failure to keep 
in play the myriad links constituting the networks of information, capital, 
opportunity, desire, and DNA. Our connections may be products ofa sys­
tem, integrating us like so many pes. They may be as insignificant or po­
tentially significant as Internet links. We may be interconnected through 
proximity, inhabiting contiguous spaces in apartment buildings, shelters, 
or neighborhoods. We may be connected face-to-face. Traditions may link 
us. So may MTV or our choice of footwear. Although available to be filled 
in by notions of community, intercolU1ections between people in no way 
presuppose or bring with them connotations of mutuality, responsibility, 
or support. If we presume that we are all already connected, do we rely on 
systems instead of one another? Do we forgo opportunities of mutual re­
liance or system interrogation? 

Some people wonder how abductees can go on about their everyday 
lives if they really believe that aliens are abducting them, taking their eggs 
and sperm, and creating a hybrid race. In today's America, what other 
choices do they have? Abductees have to keep going; they have to continue 
relying on a system they don't trust, a system they fear, if they are to work, 
survive, and care for their families in whatever limited terrestrial way they 
can. The helplessness, the feeling of overwhelming entrapment and result­
ing passivity is part of abduction. An overarching mentality of intercon­
nection might very well bring with it paranoid fears. For we may be con-
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nected in ways we don't understand, in hidden ways that don't work to our 
advantage. The challenge, then, is not just to assume the connection but to 
make the link, to uncover the secrets, to discover the unknown dimensions 
of the networks not only linking us but fa bricati ng us together. 

A crucial dimension of the presumption of interconnection is that eve1Y­
thing is interconnected - everything, not just people. The differing levels 
of reality, as Mack's research shows, shift and converge to redefine com­
mon understandings of the real. In America, we are already familiar with 
the moves between the experiential and the televisual- from Dan Quayle's 
concern with Murphy Brown's position as an unwed mother to Murphy 
Brown's response. Who is fictional and in what context? Like those con­
cerned with sex and violence on television, Ziauddin Sardar is worried 
about the incest and bestiality on alt.sex.stories. "It has nothing to do with 
intimacy, tenderness, or any other human emotion," he writes.63 Why, I 
wonder, is this a problem for fictional or virtual encounters? Perhaps be­
cause we no longer make distinctions between the real and the virtual. Fan­
tasy life, in all its permutations, is becoming real life and bringing with 
it heretofore unconceived challenges of governability. Already we react 
to screens as if they were people.64 If we are accustomed to embracing 
the not-real as precisely that terrain upon which we can release what is 
often constrained in interactions with others, in relationships whose claim 
to reality is important, then how are we to govern ourselves once the bound­
aries between the two collapse? 

In its current setting in a techno-global information society, the pre­
sumption of interconnection relies on a certain excess in the technologies 
of truth. It is a product of the sense that the world is a knowable place and 
of the rise in the various means available to know the world. The abductees 
employ all sorts of surveillance devices, all manner of lights and buzzers 
and recorders and transmitters, knowing that when something is triggered, 
a series of effects signifies an alien presence. These devices are so reliable 
that even their failures signify an alien presence. Interconnection is also the 
product of simultaneity; the collapse of space is also a collapse of time. As 
Vivian Sobchak observes, this has led many of us to feel as if we have "no 
time."65 One sign of abduction is missing time. Interconnection is a di­
mension of the overall excess characteristic of contemporary consun1ption­
oriented entertainn1ent culture. Anything we have is connected to some­
thing we lack. Anything we see is connected to something we haven't yet 
seen. What we haven't seen is connected to what we don't have, and we 
know tlus. We are driven to see, to know, and to have more, to trace out 
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those connections, to find the links to the hidden surprises that await. As 
with the capitalist mode of production, the information society relies on 
the link between excess and lack, on our inability to find satisfaction even 
when we have more than we can imagine. 

Abduction may not offer the best interpretation fo r the experiences of 
Leah Haley, Beth Collings, Anna Jamerson, Karla Turner, and Katharina 
Wilson. It may not describe what actually happened to those who have 
been hypnotized by Budd Hopkins, John Carpenter, David Jacobs, and 
John Mack. It does tell us, though, that we no longer have the criteria for 
figuring out what the best explanation might be, what it might look like 
or entail. VVhat happens to our everyday approaches to truth when reality 
isn't, when we try to amass information our relation to which is fragmented 
and unclear, when answers are lacking, either in availability or capacity to 

satisfy? The answer, abduction. 

, • 

those connections, to find the links to the hidden surprises that await. As 
with the capitalist mode of production, the information society relies on 
the link between excess and lack, on our inability to find satisfaction even 
when we have more than we can imagine. 

Abduction may not offer the best interpretation fo r the experiences of 
Leah Haley, Beth Collings, Anna Jamerson, Karla Turner, and Katharina 
Wilson. It may not describe what actually happened to those who have 
been hypnotized by Budd Hopkins, John Carpenter, David Jacobs, and 
John Mack. It does tell us, though, that we no longer have the criteria for 
figuring out what the best explanation might be, what it might look like 
or entail. VVhat happens to our everyday approaches to truth when reality 
isn't, when we try to amass information our relation to which is fragmented 
and unclear, when answers are lacking, either in availability or capacity to 

satisfy? The answer, abduction. 

, • 

those connections, to find the links to the hidden surprises that await. As 
with the capitalist mode of production, the information society relies on 
the link between excess and lack, on our inability to find satisfaction even 
when we have more than we can imagine. 

Abduction may not offer the best interpretation fo r the experiences of 
Leah Haley, Beth Collings, Anna Jamerson, Karla Turner, and Katharina 
Wilson. It may not describe what actually happened to those who have 
been hypnotized by Budd Hopkins, John Carpenter, David Jacobs, and 
John Mack. It does tell us, though, that we no longer have the criteria for 
figuring out what the best explanation might be, what it might look like 
or entail. VVhat happens to our everyday approaches to truth when reality 
isn't, when we try to amass information our relation to which is fragmented 
and unclear, when answers are lacking, either in availability or capacity to 

satisfy? The answer, abduction. 

, • 



5 
I he Familiarity of Strangeness 

"Removal of aliens who enter the United States IIle.aI'y 
... Is an all-too rare event . .. ". 

The major media event of the last week of April 1997 began with 
the discovery of thirty-nine bodies in a large house in Rancho Santa Fe, 
California . Early reports from m ditional media identified the bodies as 
belonging to Web designers, white men in their rwenties and trunies. They 
were members of a group called H eaven's Gate. More reliable information , 
some of it coming off the group's site on the World Wide Web, explained 

that they had left their bodies in order to rendezvous with the spacecra ft 
traveling in the tail of the Hale-Bapp comet, Funher investigation cor­
rected the early misidentifications: the bodies belonged [ 0 men and women 

' From "Bill Summary: "'\ajar Provisions of 1l.1. Z201,~ Crmgrmio1lll1 Digm (May 

I9¢). p- 14'-
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the majority of whom were in their forties and fifties. Most had spent much 
of the past twenty years following the teachings of "Do," Marshall Herff 
Applewhite, who with UTi" (Bonnie Lu Nettles, who died in 1985) taught 

that UFOs would tal.:.e the prepared to the level above human. 

Much of the commentary in traditional media focused either on why the 
people "committed suicide" or on the dangers o f the Internet. Net com· 

mentary trashed traditional media, pointing out thatjoncstown didn't need 
the Web and that the Heaven's Gate group understood themselves not as 

dying but as leaving their bodies. Neither worried much about the UFOs 
and aliens so central to the group's beliefs. Aliens ha\'e already been assim· 
ilated into everyday life in America at the millennium. A primary vehicle 
for this assimilation has been the alien abduction narrative. 

Over the past decade, stories of alien abduction have worked their way 
into the mainstream culture. Although abduction accounts have been part 

of UFO literature since the case of Betty and Barney Hill was documented 
in the mid·l!)60s, and have appeared every once in a while in the popular 
press, sustained attention to abduction in the mainstream media began in 

1987. That was the year of the televangcJism scandals, the Iran·Contra 

hearings, Wedtech, and the stock market crash. It was the year japan was 
thought of as a major economic threat: japanese goods bad become fa· 
vorites of American consumers and the Japanese purchased Rockefeller 

Center. 1 It was in effect the year when Reagan's presidency ended and the 
actor·prcsident 's legacy began. As HaynesJohnson notes, "Under his reign 
all lines blurred: news and entertainment, politics and advertising. "1 In 1987 

two nonfiction books on alien abduction made best·seller lists, Whitley 
Striebcr's C(fmmullion and Budd H oplcins 's 11Itrudm. 

Since 1987 thousands of abductees have come out, legitimated by Har­
vard professor John Mack's work and authorizcd through the shift from 
conscnsus reality to virtual reality. On-line and face~to-face support groups 
arc available to help abduc(ces access, procl.'Ss, and create home pages for 
their experiences. By the mid-l990S the abduction narrntive is established 
enough for the Nt'W l&rk Timts Magazint to satirize abductee meetings and 
put " World leader in alien abductions" at number four on a list of " What's 
Right with America." J The New Yorker can publish alien abduction car­

toons, confident that readers wiu get the joke. Abduction is a regular oc­
currence on networl.:. TV. Chicago Hopt and £R have run plot lines involv­
ing women pregnant with alien babies. The main character on the sitcom 

Gmu under Firt was abducted by aliens, as wete Joe and Spence on E/itn. 
Even berter is Fox's Btyond BtHtf, where the audience is asked to decide 
which fantastic tales are based on f.tct and which are only fi ction. Facts, 

154 AII.ns In A_rica 
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fantasies, and tales of aliens, specifically those abducting humans, resonate 
and recombine in the American social at the end of the millennium. 

If we think about science fiction, the prevalence of alien images in pop­
ular media is not surprising. Just as Cold War invasions responded to fears 

of communism and nuclear war, so do some prominent contemporary 
aliens click on current insecurities around technology, otherness, and the 
furure. The most obvious link is between the space alien and the nonciti­

zen. The 1997 hit summer comedy Mm in Blar/( was based on it. The 
MIBs~"Jay," played by Will Smith (one ofthe heroes in ID4) and "Kay," 
Tommy Lee Jones-work for Immigration and Naruralization Services, 

Division Six. The film opens with an Anglo man attempting to sneak a 
truckload of Mexicans into the United States. One of the Mexicans is really 

an alien. After catching the alien, Kay lets the Mexicans cross the border as 
he sarcastically commends the border guards for prO[ecting America from 
such dangerous aliens. Later in the film, we learn that most resident aliens 
live in New York, leading ordinary, assimilated lives. We also discover that 
Newt Gingrich is an alien. Jay asks if most aliens are cab drivers. Kay 
answers: "NO[ as many as you would think." At Intergalactic Customs, 

American officials question arriving aliens: "Are you bringing in any fruirs 
or vegetables?" 

The tension in the 14]96 summer film Tbt Arrival also relies on the as­

sociation between aliens and immigrants. All but twO of the aliens are 
morphed into Mexican bodies (one of the two exceptions adopts the body 
of an Mrican American boy). Some of the Mexican aliens have worked their 

way into American research instirutes and corporations. Most work south 
of the border in a huge plant that is destroying the environment. Moreover, 
in a bizarre replication of Leonard Jeffries's "sun people/ice people" the­
ory, the aliens are trying to make the planet hotter; ice can kill them. By 
making the aliens Mexican and human. within the United Slates and across 
the border, the film reverses colonialist history. White Americans are vic­

tims of a secret invasion. Will they be able to resist? 
Reinforcing the link between aliens and immigration anxieties is the lack 

of an actual "arrival" in the film. The aliens are already hl!fe. And since they 

are not defeated at the end of the 6hn, we realize there is nothing we can 
do about it. True, the alien presence is revealed to a computer-wielding 
SETI researcher, played by Charlie Sheen, but he has to act alone. He can't 
trust anyone. \-Vhen he does, he is ei ther betrayed or put in greater danger 
than he was in before. Collective action, cooperation, trust: all are tOO 

risky. The individual, here figured yet again as the white hero-scientist, is 
alone before the alien, urunediated. The Anival, then, channels anxieties 
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around security, otherness, and immigration into a story of extraterrestrial 
invasion . The audience can express its squeamishness about aliens without 
experiencing guilt over racism or political incorrecmess. 

This link between space alien and noncitizen appears in nonfiction (and 
nonscience) contexts as well. Perer Brimelow relies on it in Alirn Nation: 
C()1ntll(Jn StnSt about America't Immigration Disasur.4 Deploying the title of 
a 19805 science fiction film and short-lived television series, Brimelow con­
structs a history of America as pristinely white up until the 1 ¢OS in order 
to argue for restrictive changes in U.s. inunigration policy. His articulation 
invertS that of the more politically correct science fiction version of Alit ll 
N atirm. Both the film and the TV series use the encounter with the alien as 
a metaphor for U.S. race relations. Set in Los Angeles. the story revolves 
around the ability of escapees from a former slave colony to create a new 
life in America, focusing on the prejudices they encounter in the process. 
Finally, although ufologists generally resist the urge to play with alien am­
biguities, their awareness of the immigration link is clear. "When I met with 
the director of the Mutual UFO Network, Walter Andrus, at MUFON 
headquarters in Seguin, Tens, he told me that bealuse of the proximity to 
Mexico, they referred to UFO occupants as "entities." 

In the borderlands between science fiction and ufology, the tabloids also 
articulate culrural anxieties around otherness with alien images. as in the 
story of Newt Gingrich's meeting with an alien. S The tabloids, moreover, 
extend the link to otherness. For example, the" 12 U.S. Senators Are Space 
Aliens!" article in the Jlme 7, J994, Wttkry World Nt'Wt uses the language of 
outing. Various senators are "quoted" as saying that they are "surprised it 
took so long to figure it out," that "the cat's finally out of the bag," and t hat 
they wish they could have told fri ends and relatives themselves. Already in 
the open, Barney Frank is not named as a space alien. 

Linked to immigration, sexuality, senators, and science fiction, the alien 
in contemporary American cultures can't be confined. In fact, precisely be· 
cause the alien violates myriad borders, crossing from news to entertain­
ment to tabloid spectacle, it can operate as an icon of the instability of for­
merly clear distinctions. At a time when talk of the furure is ever present, 
the alien accesses a host of associations with technology, conspiracy, viola­
tion, and the changing face of the real. More specifically, alien abduction 
narratives highlight with particular effect concern about the future of the 
species. Indeed, gi\'en its ufological origins, the prominence of abduction 
in mainstream media already marks the boundary-blurring that the alien 
represents. Such narratives become as seductive as the alien abductors 
themselves once we realize that people truly believe this event is happen-
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around security, otherness, and immigration into a story of extraterrestrial 
invasion . The audience can express its squeamishness about aliens without 
experiencing guilt over racism or political incorrecmess. 

This link between space alien and noncitizen appears in nonfiction (and 
nonscience) contexts as well. Perer Brimelow relies on it in Alirn Nation: 
C()1ntll(Jn StnSt about America't Immigration Disasur.4 Deploying the title of 
a 19805 science fiction film and short-lived television series, Brimelow con­
structs a history of America as pristinely white up until the 1 ¢OS in order 
to argue for restrictive changes in U.s. inunigration policy. His articulation 
invertS that of the more politically correct science fiction version of Alit ll 
N atirm. Both the film and the TV series use the encounter with the alien as 
a metaphor for U.S. race relations. Set in Los Angeles. the story revolves 
around the ability of escapees from a former slave colony to create a new 
life in America, focusing on the prejudices they encounter in the process. 
Finally, although ufologists generally resist the urge to play with alien am­
biguities, their awareness of the immigration link is clear. "When I met with 
the director of the Mutual UFO Network, Walter Andrus, at MUFON 
headquarters in Seguin, Tens, he told me that bealuse of the proximity to 
Mexico, they referred to UFO occupants as "entities." 

In the borderlands between science fiction and ufology, the tabloids also 
articulate culrural anxieties around otherness with alien images. as in the 
story of Newt Gingrich's meeting with an alien. S The tabloids, moreover, 
extend the link to otherness. For example, the" 12 U.S. Senators Are Space 
Aliens!" article in the Jlme 7, J994, Wttkry World Nt'Wt uses the language of 
outing. Various senators are "quoted" as saying that they are "surprised it 
took so long to figure it out," that "the cat's finally out of the bag," and t hat 
they wish they could have told fri ends and relatives themselves. Already in 
the open, Barney Frank is not named as a space alien. 
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Sn"'R'lIg, (OIIr8SSl~IIS r~'t~L .L' I ' 
roc" nal,on's ,ap,'a' 

~ ""'l,Oi~S~ ~ 

12 U.S. SENATORS 
IRE SPACE ALIENS! 

T17lths from the hot sheets (The Weekly Wodd N ewJ) 

ing to them, to us. The themes of reproduction, the (in)security of existing 
children, and the odd, frightening hybrids in whom a future hope is in­
vested arise out of testimonies to actual experience. 

Abduction narratives provide a program for organizing suspicions about 
contemporary life, suspicions concerning boundaries, technology, and the 
morphed simultaneity of the local and the global. Alien abduction compiles 
what I've referred to as the "familiarity of strangeness" in millennial Amer­
ica, virtual America, and cyber-America where the meaningless "techno" 
prefix edges out clarity and certainty. As we've seen, the shift from outer­
space to cyberspace is about coming home, about the fabrication of home 
space as a site from which global interconnections are possible, about the 
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realization that the threats and horrors encountered there make us as vul­
nerable as any astronaut. To this extent, the homeward turn it not as re­
assuring as one might expttt. Our images of comfort and security collapse. 
Abduction tells us that even at home, especially at home, there is no secu­
rity, there is no protection, there is no control, not even remotely. Home 
is uncanny, the site of familiar strangeness. 

My notion of the familiarity of strangeness thus learns from and extends 
the idea of "making the familial strange" which Lynn Spigel develops in her 
fascinating discussion of the interconnections between the space program 
and television.6 Whereas Spigel focuses on the domestic sphere and on the 
disruptions of norms of family life effected by certain l¢os sitcolllS. I ad­
dress the strangeness of that which is familiar, that which is everyday, ef­
fected through stories of alien abduction.7 Alien themes and images not 
only interpret the experiences of abductees but also, precisely because of 
their status as interpretations of reality, serve as concentrated, sensational­
ized, symptomatic accounts of the fears of the rest of us - the potential 
abductees. 

"Behind the ...... ments over specific tmmtrratton 
polle ... are central social questions about the essence 
of Am .... c.n cltlzenlhlp •.. t •• 

Accounts of alien abduction seem to follow a common script.' A woman, 
sometimes a man, is driving alone at night, or is in bed, about to fall asleep. 
Suddenly, there is a bright light, the perception of small, moving figures, a 
feeling of paralysis. Arriving at her destination later than expected or find­
ing her nightgown wrong-side out, she fears "something" has happened, 
something she cannot uplain. Nosebleeds, scars that look like "scoop 
marks," and an awareness of "missing time" lead her to seel help. Through 
regression hypnosis she discovers that she has been abducted by small gray 
aliens with large black eyes. These abductions have occurred throughout 
her life. 1be aliens have taken her ova, implanted and extracted hybrid 
human-alien fetuses, and forced her to acknowledge these children as her 
own. Her human children are also likely to have been abducted. No one 
and nothing can protect her or her children from the aliens. And the whole 
scenario is so crazy that there is no acceptable language for talking aboU[ 

• From the foreword 10 klmmigration Policy: Balancing National Interests: Con­
grmirmJll [)jgm (May 1996), p. 119. 
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"Desert Dreams. " Jeffrey Westover writes, "1 had a dr·cam that involved viewing an 
abduction of a woman from an American southwest desert town and the subsequent 
implantation of something behind her left eye. 1 was allowed to view the proceedings 
to learn abollt why the 'aliens' are here and what their· mission is about." (Jeffrey S. 
Westover ©I997) 

"Desert Dreams. " Jeffrey Westover writes, "1 had a dr·cam that involved viewing an 
abduction of a woman from an American southwest desert town and the subsequent 
implantation of something behind her left eye. 1 was allowed to view the proceedings 
to learn abollt why the 'aliens' are here and what their· mission is about." (Jeffrey S. 
Westover ©I997) 



or understanding what is going on.~ There's no way to credibly express 
what has happened, unless one is willing to be sacrificed. 

In this narrative, what happens to a woman is of global significance. lo 

Her body, her ova, her D A are the vehicles for humanity's encounter with 
another world, with the alien. Through her isolation and vulnerability she 
participates in an intervention that shatters commonsense notions of real­
ity. Abducting her throughout her life, the alien is familiar, though she 
doesn't know it. Major events, events constirutive of who she is, have oc­
curred behind het back. Local and global merge in abduction. 

like a bumper sticker, lapel ribbon, or big-eyed Gray, the slogan 
"Think Globally, Act Locally" shows up in a variety of locations in the 
nineties. Popular with left-wing orientations to §QCial justice such as femi­
nism, antiracism, and multiculruralism, it fits seamlessly in advertisements 
for Coke, Benenon, and IBM. Although it suggests an eco-friendly sense 
of responsibility, in the climate of privatization and the devol ution of fed­
eral programs to city and state agencies, the idea of acting locally all tOO 

easily mutates into a market-minded individualism. \oVhose "local" is taken 
for granted, presumed by the voices urging us to act. But are we to help 
build the walls to "protect" our communities (suspecting that the walls may 
produce more harms than they keep out, that they may lock many of us in, 
that they may shelter the very causes of harm)? Arc we to shut down the 
polluting factories and make sure that the toxic chemicals are not in our 
backyards and. in the process, lose our jobs and foist more chemicals into 
the communities of those less able to organize against corporate interest? 

Thin.L:ing globally loses its connection with §QCial accountability, artic­
ulated now with transnational corporate capitalism and the expansion of 
,",Vestern media and communications systems. II It's easy to think globally if 
we're all wearing Nikes, "latching MTV, and having a Coke and a smile. h 's 
easy when ethnicity becomes fashion statement, acressory, hair extension. 
It's easy when we don't have to consider who makes our shoes and what 
they are paid. The slogan's vagueness makes it adaptable, eliding the com­
plexities that arise when one begins thinking seriously about global inter­
connections and how they impact on local action. 

What's missing are the links that connect some locals to some globals. 
\¥hat's missing is an awareness of the networks within which any given lo­
cal and global is constiruted. What's missing is a sense of possible webs of 
connection and the ways in which some links present themselves to those 
who acress them as more viable, more attractive, than others. More often 
than nOt, firsthand experiences, true-life stories. and gut feelings become 
stand-ins for the local. As fragments of the everyday, they can be cut-and-
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pasted into most any setting. \oVhetbcr mix, montage, or menu, multiple 
layers now mt lJn global. But solutions for a small planet require more than 
ISDN and fiber.optic ATM networks. 

If we try to imagine what "Think Globally, Act Locally" could mean in 
practice, terrorism comes quickly to mind. A bomb at the O lympics gets 

world anention while disrupting specific, situated lives and practices. The 
Internet provides less violent possibili ties. I can communicate with friends 
in Germany and never leave my room. I can write letters, sign petitions, 
forward irate messages to politicians around the world. I can get news as 

soon as it happens. Although language differences may sometimes present 
hurdles, usually I can navigate the World Wide Web hindered only by 
server speeds and my own imagination. I can present myself as anyone, 
anywhere. On·line, I am a citizen of the world, a virrual alien. National 
borders can't contain me. 

Popular envisionings of new communications technologies suggest all 
tOO frequently t hat the screen that connects a local and a global is all that 
separates the local from the global. Critics and advocates share this as· 

sumption, stressing either the nightmare/dream of the new world order! 
global village or the production of locals in terms of fragmentation (bad) 
or privatization-personalization (good). The networks that link together 

genes, people, information, and global capital arc occluded. And with them 
arc the opportunities fo r making new links, in that combined sense of dis­
covering and creating which is also p~rt of Net experience. l l Not only arc 
the terms and relations establishing the contours of a local erased, but how 

any given local is drawn, and drawn into a particular conception of global, 
is bracketed from interrogation. These tOO simple evolutions of local into 

global rely on missing links. 
If some Internet experiences approximate the reality of thinking glob­

ally and acting locally, then the slogan points toward a mode of being hu­
man that is radically different from more situated and mediated accounts of 
people in community. Langdon Winner explains: "vVoridwide computer, 
satellite, and communication networks fu lfi ll, in large part, the modern 
dream of conquering space and time. These systems make possible instan­
taneous action at any point on t he globe without limits imposed by the 
specific location of the initiating actor. Human beings and human soci­
eties, however, have traditionally found their identities within spatial and 
temporal limits. They have Jived, acted, and found meaning in a particular 
place at a particular time." U For Winner, the morphed simultaneity of the 

local and the global made possible by networked computer interactions 
suggests an alien reality of dissolution, paranoia, and powerk'SSness. The 
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abduction narrative compiles these themes, enabling them to Hoat through 
mainstream society in a stigmatized, hence safe, form. For abductees, grap­
pling with dissolution, paranoia, and powerlessness is constitutive of their 
abductee identi ty. Indeed, it is part of the way they live, act, and find mean­
ing in particular places at panicular rimes. As they search for missing rime, 
they endeavor to find the connections that will explain what they experi­
ence, that will connect what happens in their particular lives with a larger 
reality. Their support groups, writings, t herapeutic work, and conventions 
directly engage these themes as fundamental problems for the contempo­
rary experience of the human. Few locations in mainstream culture con­
front so self-consciously the impact of the erasure of mediating structures, 
communities, and worldviews on the meaning of human being. 

Thus, simultaneous with the erasure of some mediating structures, 
communities, and worldviews is the production of new ones, radically new 
ones. If the risc of radio and television occasioned a nostalgia for the sewing 
bees and storytell ing of some people's mythologized frontier, then the 
emergence of a popular appropriation of computer and communications 
technologies results in a similar nostalgia for a similarly mythic experience 
as a public. Contrary to Ufo's photographic imagination of the public, not 
everyone dwelling in America had the same relationship to the astronauts. 
Contrary to the official claims of science and law, not everyone accepts ex­
pert versions of the facts. We mow that experts have produced aliens 
through the exclusions they effect in order to establish their own author­
ity. \;Ve know about the military's assessments of the claims by UFO wit­
nesses during the Cold War. "Ve know about the production of national 
borders and constructions of racial phenotypes. And what we don't know, 
we can look for - and create -on the Net. 

Conspiracy theory is a way to think globally and act locally. It draws liS 

away from the essence of citizenship by reminding us that citizenship is al­
ways already being subverted, that the history of American citizenship am 
be traced as a history of the fear for democracy. Instead of construing citi­
zens as credible spectators, conspiracy theory knows that we can't believe 
what we see on television, that everything has to be interpreted. The lan­
guages of science, law and, importantly, even therapy, aren't trumps or ex­
clusive codes (though Javascript may well be). If we are to "believe," we 
have to ask more than just "in what?" Our reasonable paranoia distin­
gWshes among the faCts, how they are produced, and the contexts in which 
they are deployed. After all, we learned our skepticism from law and sci­
ence. Conspiracy theory helps us think globally and act locally because it 
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discards the myth of the public sphere as it searches through the variety of 
networks through which democracy at the millennium is practiced. 

"The proposed changes respond to concerns that the 
United States has lost control of its borders 0 0 0" * 

Like fairy lore and religious mythologies, abduction stories describe the 
interventions of nonhuman folk in human lives. They are stories of border 
crossings, of everyday transgressions of the boundaries demarcating the 
limits of that define reality. As such, in the demysti lied societies of the pres­
ent they provoke skirmishes with arbiters of the real , with science, law, and 
the press. Since in each of these areas criteria for truth have shifted from a 
stress on facticity to a stress on sincerity and reliability (a shift often inac­
curately described as a move from objectivity to subjectivity), abduction 
stories have become therapeutized. Research on abduction is done by 
psychologists and therapists. Abductees understand their experiences as 
traumas. They need support and counseling. They require hypnosis. The 
struggle over the real, then, is a struggle over the subject, over the accuracy 
of the subject'S memories, over the appropriateness of the subject's affect. 
Belief in aliens is positioned as the outcome of belief in the words of a per­
son. What happened to the abductee? What did she experience? Do we, 
can we, trust her enough to accept her story of her experience? 

One must be careful not to reduce the abduction phenomenon to some 
variation of the "We've become a nation of victims" line. While the notion 
of hypnotizing someone who has encountered a UFO requires a specific 
constellation of ideas about memory, trauma, and hypnosis, H and while the 
growth of interest in abduction on the part of the therapeutic community 
parallels the rise of work on ritual child abuse, clearly a critical assessment 
of therapy culture doesn't need or depend on something as odd as alien ab­
duction. The fascination with aliens and abduction has a more complex 
link, one that concerns borders and boundaries. Abduction stands in for 
our lack of certainty about when (and when not) to believe the claims and 
results of therapists. 

If criteria for reliability tend to the conventional- that is to say, if they 
tend to be linked with ideas of expertise, training, and power - then those 
who understand themselves as resisting the operations of power may simply 

*From the foreword to "Immigration Policy: Balancing ational Interests," Con­

gressionol Digest (May 1996), p. 129. 
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reverse these criteria, linking reliability with folk or experiential knowl­
edge, ~ith the words and claims of those who are not legitimated by insti­
rutions or degrees. To use a simple example, since I've been working on 
UFOs and alien abduction, I've spoken with a number of people who say 
they don't usually believe scientists or the government and who see no rea­
son to change this view just because we're talking about aliens. 

The will to believe the discmpowered might have generated the con­
struction of the "case" around the experieO(:es of Betty and Barney Hill as 
they drove home late one night in New Hampshire in 1961. From the time 
their story was first published in Look magazine in the mid-sixties, it has 
held totemic starns in the UFO community because of the credibility of the 
Hills' testimony. Back on the road after stopping for a bite to cat. the Hills 
noticed an odd light that Betty insisted was a UFO. She made Barney Stop 
the car. H e approached the brightly lit object and, looking through bin­
oculars, saw approximately six uniformed figures. Barney ran back to the 
car, terrified that he would be "caprured" (his word). A day or two later, the 
Hills reported their sighting and discovered that others had seen UFOs 
[hat same night. In the following months, Barney sought help from a psy­
chiatrist because of stress, an ulcer, and emotional conRiets regarding his 
divorce from his first wife and his distance from his sons. A couple of years 
later, still troubled aoout the UFO sighting and the sense that they had 
forgotten what had occurred that night, the Hills began working with 
Dr. Benjamin Simon, a prominent Boston psychiatrist known for his use of 
hypnosis in treating military personnel for "shell shock." During the ses­
sions, a story emerged about being taken aboard an alien craft and exam­
ined . Somehow, a local reporter got wind of the story and wrote a series of 
sensationalized articles for a Boston paper. To set the record straight, the 
Hills told their story toJohn Fuller, the author of another book on UFOs. 

In his book, John Fuller emphasizes that Barney's initial therapy had 
Little to do with the UFO experience. His job stress was the result of the 
fact that although he had a 140 IQ, he worked nights at the post office. Ad­
ditionally, he and Betty were active in the NAACP, campaib"lling for civil 
rights throughout the Nonhcasr. Betty came from an old New England 
family, although her mother had broken ranks and become active in the la­
bor movement. Barney was African American. 

In those few sections of the book that acknowledge race and the Hills' 
mixed marriage, Fuller stresses the success of their relationship and mini­
mizes the problems they encountered. Once he concedes that "Barney, at 
times, shows concern about their rejection in public places: hotels, restau-
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rants or mcctings.1'I 15 F\llIer doesn't con"ncct Barney's job situation with 
racist employment practices; he suggests that Barney likes the wages, that 
they compensate for the lack of challenge in his work sorting letters. In 

fun, fulltr'l effort to downplay nee is!O mong that Barn!y fiill him\elf 
starts to fade: "All through his fami ly background was a record of interra­
cial relationships. His mother's grandmother was born during slavery, her 
father being a whitc plantation owncr . ... His father, though poor, was a 

good provider. He, [00, reflected a mixed marriage; his paternal grand­
mother was fu ir - the daughter of white and colored parents. His grand­
father was a proud Ethiopian freeman." I ~ During therapy, Fuller explains, 
"Barney become more aware of the special conflicts and problems arising 
from being a member of a lIlinority race." L7 

As written by Fuller, the Hills' story is not just about alien abduction. It 
is also about racial difference and the constitution of difference through 
difference's denial. The text produces Barney not as an African American, 
but as a racial hybrid, as more a product o f mixings than a bhlck American 
who experiences racism daily. Barney is detached from the history of slav­
ery (his great-gnandmother's mother is not mentioncd; the futher is a plan­
tation O'o"'Ilcr), from the reality of racial discrimination, and from his own 
experiences (in the text acknowledging the pain of racism is a therapeutic 
product, not unlike the acknowledgment of abduction). Is it possible t hat 
his story escaped t he confines of ufology because it commented on tensions 
around racial difference and mixed marriage in the United States during 
the I ¢OS, on the transgression of racial boundaries? \ 0\'2S it a way of think­

ing the unthinkable? Of using a stigmatized discourse to probe stigmatized 
practices? A reviewer at the time found that the few "pages describing 
Mr. Hill 's emotions when he stops at a restaur-lOt, a motd , or gas station 
with his white wife movingly demonstrate some of the Negro's problems in 
our society." 18 

In contemporary abduction narratives, hybridi ty refers to the offspring 
of humans and aliens. \¥hil l.' not every abduction story stresses the breed­
ing project, many abductees refer to it. Tbc better-known accounts, the 
stories that, like the Hills', have aired as TV miniseries, appeared in the 
tabloids, or become best-scUers, alwa}'S contain themes that concern sex, 
violation, breeding. These references to transgressive and invasive sexual 
acts by aliens suggest that part of fascination with abduction might rest on 
the narrative's capacity to probe the outcomes of "mixed" marriages, to 
comment or deal with the change in borders around human races. I' The 
Story of foreign invaders who steal people from their homes and breed with 
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them, creating a new, hybrid race resonates with broader culrural experi­
ences and concerns, propelling abduction out of the UFO subculture and 
into popular awareness. 

So far, I've been suggesting t hat in American popular culture alien ab­
duction provides a narnltive that explores what happens when borders are 
crossed, when they no longer provide boundaries. I've considered both the 
formal status of abduction stories as challenges to the real and the textual 
telling of a p2rticular Story in light of the social position of the people 
involved. Once within the actual accounts of abduction, border crossings 
occur with abandon: aliens and people 'walk through walls, Roat through 
space; the aliens are sexless; alien machines extract ova and sperm in a sort 
of techno-sex; fetuSeS Roat in vats. 

lt is less the details than the very fact of the existence of abduction tes­
timony that is important. Even with its bizarre, unbelievable content, the 
narrative testifies to what for many is the predominant sense of contempo­
rary reali ty: insecurity. The borders that searre us have been violated, 
transgressed. Dissolution is part of our everyday experience. Inscribed in 
American culture during the second half of the twentieth century, the lines 
between black and white, home and work, Left and Right, dangerous and 
safe, shift and blur SO that we are never quite sure where we are. Yet, as 
Thomas Dumm reminds us, politics in America has "consisted of bound­
ary maintenance."lO Maybe that is why when we hear a story of alien ab­
duction and we can't believe it, we feel reassured. The story sets up the 
boundary we thinL: we need at II place that surely must be securc(d). The 
stigma of the alien protects us from facing insecurity even as it enables us 
to thinL: insecurity to its limits. 

As a thcmatization of insecurity, the abduction narrative presents an ex­
rreme version of a classic ufological theme: the inability of the government 
to protect us. From its early years in the Cold War up through today, ufol­
ogy has attributed the paucity of physical evidl!llce of flying saucers to a vast 
cover-up, explaining t hat the nation's political, economic, and religious in­
stitutions would collapse if the alien truth were known. Alien technology is 
superior to that of humans - it can't be stopped (though, in some quarters 
of the UFO community, there was a great deal of excitement about Rea­
gan's "Star Wars" defense plan). Tbe abduction narrative extends this in­
security from the air above the nation to the bodies of its citizens. Even in 
our homes, our beds, our cars, we are nOt safe. Even when we think we are 
safe, we're not. Our bodies can be violated without our knowledge, our 
DNA stolen in a galactic version of the Human Genome Project. Some-
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how our time is "missing." Horrible things happen to us that we can't re­

member. We cannot protect ourselves. 'Ve cannot protect our famili es. 

In many ways, alien abduction stories evoke the trtutua of child sexual 

abuse. These are accounts oflifetimes of abuse, of violations that occur when 
one is helpless and vuinel11ble, when one should feel safe and ~e. Func­
tionally, however, the narratives differ. Though fumiliar, the alien is not 

fumi ly; the alien remains strange. The site of abuse is the same, bur the 
abusers differ. The image of the family is protected, although the acmal 
family is violated. So instead of seeking help from the state, legal remedies 
or juridical intervention, the abduction narrative blames the state for irs fail­

ure to protect; indeed, for irs complicity with violation. Although the fam­
ilycannot really help with protection, it can be taught - in some cases, with 

proper therapeutic intervention - to prO\~de support. Alien abduction 
reveals security to be a myth and a misplaced hope. Aliens respect nothing: 

no righrs, no protesrs, no borders. They \101ate at will, stealing the futu re 

as they steal identity itself or, at any rate, identity as configured in scientized 
millennial technoculture - DNA. Human bodies, as Richard Dawkins says, 
are Htde more th3n disposable soma for genetic reproduction. 

Typical mainstream cultural responses to notions of extraterrestrial life 
focus on fundamental transformations of history or culrure. As we've seen 
in reactions to the announcemcnt of possiblc life in our solar system, the 
reality of the alien is supposed to stimulate a sort of species-consciousness: 
ethnic and sexual differences collapse as humanity begins to understand it­
self as a whole. The borders between Protestants and Catholics, say, seem 
trivial when Earth is in the shadow of fifteen-mile-wide saucers or teams of 

Grays systematically mining human DNA. Gh'en the rise in nationalisms 
and ethnic hatreds since the end of the Cold War, it may seem quite rea­
sonable that more and more people may take comfon in stories that evoke 
a global humanity. 

But, as I've stressed, this univefS31 humanity is configured within the fa­
miliarity of strangeness, within an apprehension of the foreign that calls 
into question the very possibility of reality. This contradiction suggests the 
impossibility of thinking an idea like that of a global citizen. The world is 
an unimaginable community. This idea is inscribed in popular culture by 
the all-too-often-used-in-tides term "Alien Nation." The alien is always 

foreign , an other. An alien nation would be a nation of foreigners, of those 

who are always outside the nation. An alien nation is not JUSt without na­
tionalism; it is without nationality. It is a nonnation, an antination.ID4, the 
film Bob Dole found patriotic and nonviolent although millions died, the 
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White House exploded, and the StaNe of Liberty W1I.S left lying in the din, 
expresses this idea. Even as the president (Bill Pullman) appealed to Amer­
ican sentiments, he displaced the idea of nations: "From this day on, the 
Founh of July will no longer be remembered as an American holiday, but 
as t he day that the world declared in one voice that we will not go quietly 
into the night." lI 

Despite the unimaginability of a global community, in the United States 
we are repeatedly reminded that somehow we have become or entered one. 
Biologists study our genes, reiterating an umnediated sense of species. The 
mmputer industry celebrates the Internet as the results of millions of 
individual computers. Declaring the mediating mainframe to be a relic of 
the paSt, the industry attempts to screen out the networks that power the 
webs of connections. Apparently, we are all connected in a world wide 
web, a borderless in formation economy. If the hype around push technol­
ogy is believed, the links will become even less visible: browsers such as 

etscape will disappear ("The browser becomes invisible by becoming 
ubiquitous. It submerges inside other programs, remming itself from our 
consciousness") as media are pushed into our lives through myriad Iinked­
communications technologies ("networked push media can - and will­
bombard you with an intensity that invitational media never muster. . . . 
There are times you want the content to steer YOU"). ll Through systems 
and exchanges that we neither sec, understand, nor control, we arc linked 
into a multinational, multicultural vasmess of numbing complexity. We 
have more facts at our fingenips than we can integrate. The state has been 
decentered. Citizenship means less than economic position and access to 
information. Those who don't quite get it try to secure the borders and 
keep out the aliens. 

Analee Newiu reads the abduction narf:ltive as "a cautionary racial fable 
for our multicultural times." Explaining the moral of the fab le, Newitz 
writes: 

Official policies on extraterrestrials hold that when they come, they'll 
give us fair warning and essentially try to befriend us. I would suggest 
that the alien abduction story, real or imagined, clues us in to the fa ct 
that most people on Earth aren't really cominced by the "official " posi­
tion of multiculturalism. The multicultural position goes something like 
this: when the non-whites finaJly come into their own, they will not be 
ruthless colonizers like white people were. But the alien abduction story 
teaches us that what we fear most is that white people are not the only 
people or beings who might try w take over and rule the world':' 
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She concludes: "In the new world order, we need to admit that ali people 
can be dangerous. Danger doesn't always wear a white face-it may not 
even wear a human face." 

"H.R. 2202 extends current wiretap and undercover 
investigation authority to the investigation of alien 
smuggling, document fraud, and other immigration 
related crimes ... ". 

Budd Hopkins is a New York artist who has become one of the most 
prominent of the abduction researchers. Hopkins's book Missing Time dis­
connected aliens from their craft, his research having indicated that people 
who had not even seen a UFO may have been abducted by aliens.H Miss­
ing time - i.e., not being able to connect one set of experiences with an­
other - replaced lights in the sky as an alien signifier. And Hopkins's work 
on the "Kathy Davis case" is said to have uncovered the purpose behind ab­
ductions: the breeding project. He prefaces his account of that case with "a 
note to the reader" in which he describes himself as a skeptic. "I'm so skep­
tical," he writes, "that I find it beyond me to deny the possibility of any­
thing."2; The X-Files catchphrase "Trust no one" expresses a similar idea. 
The similarity between these two ideas stems from their position at the 
frOllt of the information wars. Both concern an inability to access reliable 
networks, to find meaningful connections. If anything is possible, then our 
friends could be our enemies; what we think is true might be a lie; what we 
think is fantasy could be real. Such a swirl of possibilities implies that para­
noia is a - perhaps the only - sensible response to this absence. 

Fabricated through the process of colonizing terrains of truth previously 
held by religion, science in the West used claims of skepticism to distin­
guish its approach to the real. Some scientists today collapse the distinction 
between a skeptical approach and the institutionalized practices of science. 
Carl Sagan, for example, writes as if the scientific orientation to the world 
were by definition skepticaJ.26 Moreover, he presumes that this orientation 
constitutes scientists as defenders of democracy. This presumption leads 
him to articulate belief in abduction, magic, or God with threats to demo­
cratic decision-making. For Sagan, all nonscientific belief is infused with 
the vestiges of traditionalism. Consequently, all nonscientific belief has to 
be understood as reinforcing traditional relationships of power. 

"From "Bill Summary: Major Provi ions of II.R. 2202," Congressional Digest (May 

1996), p. 141. 
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In a society where scientists are in fact quite influential, where their re­

search is funded by corporations, where their opinions can sway juries, 
where the applied results of their findings can level cities, Sagan's implica~ 

tion that scientists occupy a progressive, e\'en populist, political position 
seems nostalgic, even naive. Ironically warning that "skepticism challenges 
established institutions," Sagan writes: "If we teach everybody, including, 
say, high school students, habits of skeptical thought, they will probably 
not restrict skepticism to UFOs, aspirin commercials, and 35,ooo-year-old 
channclees. Maybe they'll Start asking awkward questions about economic, 
or social, or political, or religious institutions. Perhaps they'U challenge the 
opinions of those in power. Then where would we be?" 17 Of course, he 
doesn't worry t hat students might stan asking awh:ard questions about 
scientific institutions. He doesn't worry that they could challenge the 
opinions of scientists. Sagan isn't as skeptical as Hopkins because he, Sagan, 
works within a worldview that he doesn't question. He works within a 
worldview that he accepts as already proven, as already valid. Conse­
quently, Sagan's last question is disingenuous. He doesn't even Imow where 
we are now, when people are skeptical to the point of paranoia. Sagan's sci­
entific skepticism relies on mediations that have already collapsed. 

Sagan supposes that abduction represents a t hreat to democratic deci­
sion-making. He is right, but for [he wrong reasons. Abduction is not a 
threat because it's traditional, but because it exposes the limits of a democ­
racy based on a unitary conception of reality. Abduction reveals that con­
temporary practices of liberal democracy fail to remain neutral before 
competing conceptions of the real. 

Already in 1977 Langdon Winner realized that the predominant orien­
tation to the world in Western technologized societies was religious rather 
than scientific.zs Contemporary societies are so complex that people can 
neither formulate a coherent picture of the world as a whole nor compre­
hend the wor~-ings of basic items they lLSC every day. As Winner writes, 
"Under these circumstances, all persons do and, indeed, must accept a 
greater number of things on faith. "19 Given the vast increase in complex­
ity, in the workings of technology in our lives, and in the crises of trust that 
have impinged on American society over the past few decades, it is hardly 
surprising that a new skepticism toward religious thinking - this time that 
which masks itself as science - has emerged. Key processes in our every­
day lives are alien, unintelligible. And whom can we truSt either to explain 
these processes or to oversee them so as to guarantee that they won't hurt 
us? Is there an ozone hole? Rush Limbaugh thinks the ozone hole is a lib­
eral, tree-hugging plot against corporate freedom. Someone recently told 
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me that evcn NASA scicntists arcn't sure there is an ozone hole. Jamcs 
McDonald, one of the first scientists to notice the effects of certain emis­
sions on the ozone layer, was discredited because of his work in ufology.JO 

These days I use a lot of sunscreen. 
Contrary to the idea that interest in UFOs indicates ignorance or mis­

placed religiosity, conspiracy thinking and paranoia flourish in ufology 
thanks to a pervasive skepticism. No onc and nothing can be trusted. 
Thcre is no overarching conception of reality. Most people worJcing on ab­

duction acknowledge the problems of hypnosis and the uncertain srarus o f 
the memories unco\'cred in regression therapy. Some think that the mem­
ories are implanted by the aliens, that they are staged as a kind of theater, 
t hat they function as screen memories or symbols that the abductee can 
handle, or that they are part of a huge disinformation campaign.)1 Others 
sll"ess the limits of the abduction narrative, reminding the community that 

much is occluded by such a narrative and t hat more research is necessary 
on the psychic and psychological dimensions of the experience. Still others 
think that the government might be involved -somchow. The various 
facts reported by alxluctees, be they dreams, memories, or thoughts that 
came to thcm - again, "somehow"- swirl in and out of contexts. They 

themselves have no set meaning. The meaning of abduction comes from 
the various possible ways of articulating the fa cts. 

Paranoia fl ourishes within the alxluction narrative as well. Many ab­

ductees report evidence of alien implants. Their bodies are evidencc. They 
notc lumps, small incisions, nosebleeds, odd images on X rays. At thc Ig¢) 
MUFON symposium, I saw video footage of surgery on a toe. The surgeon 
rcmoved what was dcscribt.>d as an implant. These implants are thought to 
serve as tracking devices. Implants enable the aliens to find alxluctees no 
matter where they are. A complex system of global surveillance is thus in­
scribed on alxluctees' bodies. 

Throughout this book, I've sought to link paranoia with a sensible re­
sponse to real virtuality that is produced through excesses in the technolo­
gies of truth.Jl It might sccm that I am talJcing simply about facts or infor­
mation, about that surplus of dara which is :tlready a fact of life on the 
electronic frontier. But the deluge of information leads to paranoi:t only if 
some of it could be true. That is to say, the abduction narrative in particu­

lar and ufology more generally result not from skepticism alone, but from 
the conviction that "the truth is Out there." 

In the face of deep skepticism, this conviction is reassuring. Consen'a­
tive deployments in the information wars would have us think that most, if 
not all, problcms of Amcrican culrure can be atll"iburcd to lefty relativism. 
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As if looking for patient zero, the former NEH chair Lynne Cheney pin­
points a more exact origin: Foucault's I, Pitrrt Rivib-t. ll She reaniculatcs 
academic debates on the conditions of truth with onhodox communist 
constructions of history, claiming that American culture now finds itself 
deeply entangled in the presumption "that there are no true stories, but 
only useful ones, no overarching principles, but only the interest of the 
moment." H Cheney, JiL:e others who have brandished the argument 
William Bennett aimed at Stanford during its curriculum debate in the 
19805, misreads American culture because of her polemical tTCatment of 
theory. Alien abduction tells us that there are so many stories that could be 
true, so many stories that apparently fulfill our criteria for truth, that we 
can't choose among them. \Ve have principles. We just don't know where 
or how to apply them. As Agent Scully told Agent Mulder, "I've heard the 
truth. Now what I want are the answers." 

In abduction, what is hidden is true, what is revealed is true, what we 
know is true, what we don't know is true. Jj Abduction thrives on the notion 
that we should always believe the victim; that the authenticity of experi­
ence signifies the reality of the experience. But, at the same time, if aliens 
are behind t his, we can't truSt them. Alien reality is always virtual reality. 
With a technology limited by our imagination, aliens can stage experiences 
no one will believe. The abductees know this. Perhaps the rest of us do, tOO, 
but don't want [0. So, we confine the strange to the familiar (strange) dis­
course of ufology. 

Perperually blue-screened, the facts of the computer world can be 
pasted into the contexts of myriad truths. Can we trust someone who 
claims to be mv -negative? Do we use the criteria of sincerity and fumil­
iarity to decide, or the standards of a science we don't understand? WilJ 
more information help us decide? How much more? A friend of mine 
tested positive once and neg:lth'e twice in the space of twO weeks. He feels 
okay about his odds but isn't exactly secure having his life reduced to sta­
tistical chances. In some states, hospitals test newborns for HIV. Often 
they don't tell the parents. Do [iley track these children? Is the information 
on the internet? Can we rely on any answer we get to these questions? Pan 
of the pleasure of ufology is the seduction of the unknown, the pleasure of 
working in the vertigo of unlimited connection. Though often advisable 
and more frequently unavoidable, one risk of paranoia is titillation, the si­
multaneous result of too much and too little information. Is there some­
thing " to do" about the sexual roulette played by some young gay men 
today? 

17! Aliens In Amenu. 

l( K IoInp 

As if looking for patient zero, the former NEH chair Lynne Cheney pin­
points a more exact origin: Foucault's I, Pitrrt Rivib-t. ll She reaniculatcs 
academic debates on the conditions of truth with onhodox communist 
constructions of history, claiming that American culture now finds itself 
deeply entangled in the presumption "that there are no true stories, but 
only useful ones, no overarching principles, but only the interest of the 
moment." H Cheney, JiL:e others who have brandished the argument 
William Bennett aimed at Stanford during its curriculum debate in the 
19805, misreads American culture because of her polemical tTCatment of 
theory. Alien abduction tells us that there are so many stories that could be 
true, so many stories that apparently fulfill our criteria for truth, that we 
can't choose among them. \Ve have principles. We just don't know where 
or how to apply them. As Agent Scully told Agent Mulder, "I've heard the 
truth. Now what I want are the answers." 

In abduction, what is hidden is true, what is revealed is true, what we 
know is true, what we don't know is true. Jj Abduction thrives on the notion 
that we should always believe the victim; that the authenticity of experi­
ence signifies the reality of the experience. But, at the same time, if aliens 
are behind t his, we can't truSt them. Alien reality is always virtual reality. 
With a technology limited by our imagination, aliens can stage experiences 
no one will believe. The abductees know this. Perhaps the rest of us do, tOO, 
but don't want [0. So, we confine the strange to the familiar (strange) dis­
course of ufology. 

Perperually blue-screened, the facts of the computer world can be 
pasted into the contexts of myriad truths. Can we trust someone who 
claims to be mv -negative? Do we use the criteria of sincerity and fumil­
iarity to decide, or the standards of a science we don't understand? WilJ 
more information help us decide? How much more? A friend of mine 
tested positive once and neg:lth'e twice in the space of twO weeks. He feels 
okay about his odds but isn't exactly secure having his life reduced to sta­
tistical chances. In some states, hospitals test newborns for HIV. Often 
they don't tell the parents. Do [iley track these children? Is the information 
on the internet? Can we rely on any answer we get to these questions? Pan 
of the pleasure of ufology is the seduction of the unknown, the pleasure of 
working in the vertigo of unlimited connection. Though often advisable 
and more frequently unavoidable, one risk of paranoia is titillation, the si­
multaneous result of too much and too little information. Is there some­
thing " to do" about the sexual roulette played by some young gay men 
today? 

17! Aliens In Amenu. 

l( K IoInp 



"W6th a population of 500 million or more, our problems, 
of course, will be much, much greater. Wtt:h twice as many 
people, we can expect: to have at least twice as much 
crime, twice as much congestion, and twice as mweh 
poverty . . . tf. 

In addition to providing a program that processes the growing sense of 
dissolution and paranoia in a millennial American where the repl ication 
and recombination of dibritized locals produce the \1rrually global, the alien 
abduction narrative images the passivity with which all these contempo­
rary effects are received. The agents in abduction are always alien. The 
aliens are behind the processes to which and through which the abductee 
is subjected. The abductee is just the material. She is paralyzed, taken, 
probed, examined, returned, traumatized, h}'Pnotized. Everything is ac­
counted for in passive voice, the voice of a new generation. 

Passivity might be a good idea, a means of survival. Confronted with 
dissolution, insecuri ty, surveillance, and paranoia, the beSt response could 
well be nOt to respond at all, to wait and see what happens. The problem is 
that too much happens. With permanent media, passive resistllnce is no re­
sistance at all. The Internet gives us information ceaselessly. Everything 
seems to happen at the same time, so what has happened is old news; and 
the future , well, [he future is now. Thomas Dunun puts it better when he 
speaL:s of the contemporary siruation as one "when time has become empty 
of meaning, when perspective Hattens." J6 Passivity makes sense if we lack 
perspective, if we lack even t he possibility of perspective because all pos­

sible points from which to assess our situations have collapsed into one an­
other. Passivity makes sense when truth presents itself as our otbrr option, 
when truth demands that we leave our bodies and prepare for the level 
above human. 

Winner points out that "passh·e monitoring of electronic news and in­
formation allows citizens to feci involved while dampening the desire to 

rake an active pan." J7 The abduction narrative is a program for thinking 
about what happens when we no longer even feci involved, when tOO much 
happens for us to sustllin any longer the illusion that Wi make it happen. All 
abductecs can do is watch it bappen and try to remember. And even when 

'Statement from Rcpresemath·c Anthony C. Beilenson (D-Calif.) induded in ~ pro 

& Con: Should Lepl arnllllegal hnmigrarion Be Considered as Separate Measures?" 
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they remember, they realize that memories, hlee the computer effects in 
J.FK and Fwtst Gmnp, can be blue-screened onto different ttutru. In some 
abduction accounts the entities are referred to as the Watchers. In all ac­
counts they are noted for their all-seeing black eyes. 

The sense of powerlessness that abduction processes has as much to 

with the dissolution of boundaries as it does 'A1th simultaneity. \¥hen we 
think globally, we don't know who our neighbors are, we don't know whom 
to truSt. Thanks to the Internet some of us know more people in countries 
on the other side of the globe than we do in our own buildings or on our 
own streets. We don't trust anyone; we put our faith in things, in comput­
ers and technology. Our friends are r . R.I.E.N.D.S and they'll be there for 
us (at lea~it on Thursday evenings).lndeed, the new American stories -" 
featured in NBC's collection of must-see sitcoms - are not about action. 
They don't have heroes. Nothing happens. And the fuct that nothing hap­
pens is what is supposed to connect the actors to the audience. The audi­
ence identifies with the characters on Stinftld because nothing ever hap­
pens to any of us. \Nhcther on TV or in front of it, we all just watch, just as 
we've been doing for years and years and years. Even these boundaries 
don't mean very much. Just as in previous incarnations of reality TV, 
people in the "real world" continue to be videoed fo r MTV or diagnosed 
on Ricki.' 

Slavoj Zizek's discussion of the "theft of enjoyment" c:m help us under­
stand nOt just the thematization of passivity in the alien alxluction narr'a­
tive but also the way the alxluction program as a whole disrupts the fantasy 
of global citizenship.J' In his analysis of nationalism, Zizek suggests that we 
impute to the Other an "excessive enjoyment," always suspecting the other 
of attempting to steal ours. He writes: "VVhat we conceal by imputing to 

the Other the theft of enjoyment is the traumatic fuct that Wt nwn- posswtd 
what was alltgtdly stoJm from us: the lack ('castration') is original." )9 In ab­
duction, the alien takes away our agency, and the sense of security and cer­
tainty upon which our agency was predicated. This theft of agency is mani­
fest not just in the power of the alien to paralyze us and abduct us at will, 
but also in its technological superiori ty and prenicious breeding proje<'t. 
Because of its expenise, it takes away our pride in te<'hnological achieve­
ment. Because of its genetic investigations, it abducts our children, our 
ability to determine, or at least to influence, our future. 

Zize.k's formu lation reminds us that the abduction narrative functions [0 

conceal the fact that our agency was an illusion, just like our security and 
certainty. The technology has been controlling us, developing, spreading, 
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replicating with its own momentum, a momentum no one of us can com­
prehend. We might have thought that our genes are all we have, but since 
we can't really be said to own or possess them (they constitute us, or so we 

are told), their theft by aliens marks our contrlldictory and ambiguous re­
lationship to our own biochemistry. 

The alien steals a security we never had. Describing the complexity of 
abductees' emotional lives, Budd Hopkins explains: 

We get through life partly by the fact that we can read another's face, 
we can read their body language, we can get some sense of emotion. All 
of those things arc denied us during contact with aliens. There's really 
no way we can tell what they understand about us. Their understand­
ing might be incredibly subcle in some ways, bur miss on some Other 
major things. There 's no way to know .... One man I've worked with 
who is an abductee said to me, "Budd, when I was standing there with 
them, if I could have thought of them as enemies and cranked myself 
up with hate, I would have somehow handled the whole thing better. 
But," he said, "it was the ambivalence of not knowing what this is, the 
total confusion. This isn't an enemy, it isn't a friend, it's not like me. 
\¥hat is it? r can't read it." He said the confusion added to his sense of 
helplessness.40 

The aliens steal our security, our ability [0 tell friend from enemy. They 
take away our capacity to establish borders, boundaries. Deep down, of 
course, these borders have been illusions. Some things never really fit. So, 
while it is often thought that the alien is that which is completely other, the 
abduction dis(:ourse exposes the alien as that which reminds us that noth­
ing is completely other (and everything is somewhat other), that the \'cry 
border between "like" and "unlike" is illusory. 

Why is this a statement about global citizenship? Throughout this 
chapter, I've pointed [0 problems with imagining the global. 1f the alien 
steals our agency. security, and certainty, it steals the conditions, the 
fictions, necessary for imagining citizenship. Even the most minimal sense 
of citi7..enship implies a notion of meaningful action, of choices that mat­
ter, of 2 cap2city to inAuence outcomes. Citizenship suggests a relationship 
with governing instirutions upon which citizens can rely, a relationship 
that they can truSt. To be a citizen is to be able to expect a certain degree 
of protection. We - and here I mean any we that is or has been used to 
refer to citizens as a collective - have never had the agency, security, 2nd 
certainty that any alien who violates our borders is thought to steal. 
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Since Zi7..ek views the relationship to the "Thing, toward Enjoyment in­
carnated" as the element that holds a given community together, my use of 
enjoymem to disrupt t he idea of global citizenship might seem paradoxical . 
In my example, is not the f.mtasy of the alien's theft precisely that enjoy­
ment which binds together a global community? Of course not. Even as it 
suggests the confhtion of local and global, abduction relies on neN-orks. 
As a discourse of paranoia it crases the very links upon which it relies, the 
links through which it generates new and shifting connections. Al ien ab­
duction is not a Thing. It does not bind together a global community; it 
produces and is produced by specific neN'orks of people and information. 
The excesses produced by digitizing the technologies of truth tell us that it 
could be a Thing, while our resulting paranoia reminds us thar it can't be­
cause nothing can. 

If agency is a fiction . then passivity is. too. The aliens might steal both 
our agency and our passivity, but the abductees testify to their experiences 
nonetheless. They use their experiences to produce meanings, meanings 
that within some networks, at some sites, are accepted, transmitted, and re­
spected as credible testimonies, as knowledge. Passivity is a description of 
some actions within the context of a televisual public that hails some of us 
as citizen-spectators. In a different context, from the alien perspective of 
,,),bcria, we are nor passive. We produce knowledge as much as we consume 
it; indeed, the result of consumption is a new production. When we work 
the networks, we make connections, creating and discovering new links, 
new sites, resiruating and rcronnecting old links. old sites. The extrater­
restrial perspecti\'e envisions nOt global citizenship but the differentiated 
interactions of Netizens as what is "post." 

In the techno-global information age, thc only citizcns are those who 
try to contain the rest of us with their borders. sciences. tradi tions, and 
truths. Such antidcmocrats continue to buy into the fictio ns of security and 
identity. They continue to think that they can draw up bordcrs to keep the 
aliens out. They continue to think that some of us are explorers, and the 
rest of us explored, coloring some of our journeys as invasions and infec­
tions. Post citizenship, we've lost the easy abiliry to label friend and enemy, 
credible and incredible, t hat enabled Cold War citizens to search and de­
Stroy the enemies within. We've also lost the ability to identify and redress 
some harms. As aliens, as Netizens, as those situated in myriad networks 
of information, oppommity, capital, DNA, and desire, we have trouble 
making claims to inclusivity, fai rness, and equity. We can make a claim to 
freedom and, given our history of slavery. this is hard enough. There is 
no escape h .,},. but we can always try a new connection. We have no duty 
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to watch television, or even to he wired. \.Ve're already connected. Space 
is passive, cyberia is not. Abduction is passive, abductees are not. 

"A credible policy sets priorities regardln, tile 
catel0rles of unauthorized aUens that require 
u..,ent attention . .. ". 

I've focused on the pervasiveness of dissolution, border crossing, hy­
bridity, and blurred boundarit!S. America at the millennium is cyberia. 
Television is a tabloid. Sixty Minutes blends in with Sightingr. The Nrw l'ork 
Times puts flying saucers on its front page, above the fold. Of course, a 
signi fican t number of peaple, presumably those older than the wired Gen­
eration X, still won't admit that the dis t inctions have collapsed. They still 
want to appeal to authoritative sources, to get their news from reliable me­
dia. These people don't recognize that they've already lost key ground in 
the early wars of the information age. They don't get it: many of us reject 
their so-called reliable sources. We rely on networks of truths, on multiple 
sites of information. 

In an otherwise compelling analysis of the differing assessments of the 
O. J. Simpson trial, John Fiske includes a discussion of tabloid readers as 
the "information poor." Of course, Mm in Blllck wasn't out yet, so he didn't 
have its evocative treatment of tabloids as hot sheers, as sources for truth. 
Nonetheless, the assumption that the "information poor" is a coherent cat­
egory, or one that can be contrasted with, say. Fiske readers, undermines 
Fiske's theorization of information-age politics. He describes the "infor­
mation poor" as those "who feel that officiallmowledge denies them access 
to its means of production, represses truths it does not wish them to know, 
and excludes their truths from its category of the legitimate. For the infor­
mation poor, the fluid skepticism by which they control their own move­
ment between belief and disbelief is a survival tactic in a society in which 
the information economy is as unequal in its distribution of resources as 
the financial f!«)nomy. "~I Fiske doesn't realize that in the complex techno­
cultures oflate capitalism, we are all information fKlOr. "Fluid skepticism" 
becomes sensible paranoia. Official knowledge, moreover, smears into en­
tertainment, rumor, and lies while corporations and individuals produce 
their own versions of Imowledge and truth. 

Some of us at the millennium still want truth; that is to say, we want 

'From - Immigration Poljcy Assessment: US Conunission on Inunigntion Reform," 
Ctmgrmiongl Digm (May t9¢), p. 140. 
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other people to accept the mnh that we already have. We want to be able 
to appeal to a set of reliable criteria that will enable us to explain why we 
accept statistics on alien innnigration bur reject those on alien abductions. 
Or we want to believe that the extraterrestrial aliens are real, maybe even 
that they're here. So when we access sites like £on-4 on the Internet, a 
serial site devoted to documenting the continuing story of a long-term 
extr.lterrestrial contact project, we presume the information we get isn't 
"real." But the delicious sense of hacking into a secret datllbase seduces us 
into unleashing our hopt.'S and fears. And we enjoy the seduction, we want 
to believe, we want a reality. 

This experience of the willful suspension of disbelief is hardly new. We 
have done it ever since we learned to tell, and listen [0, stories. But al­
though the experience is familiar, the context in which it occurs today is 
strange. As the formative years of ufology make clear, when hopes and 
fears are unleashed in a contllined area, they may contribute to collective 
opportunities for celebration, change, or critique. That is not the only 
possibility, though. In an alien context, in a context where the fidd of in­
telligibility has shifted [0 the point of dissolution, releasing hope and 
dreams can contribute to the production of virtuality, to the experience of 
powerlessness. Detached from the networks of power and information 
within which they are produced, filcts and desires, like computer identities 
and DNA, are recombinant. At any given moment we can believe what we 
want, what we fear. We can eStliblish the truth or rightness of almost any­
thing. All we need are a few neat arguments, like a theory version of Pho­
toshop. Academically or philosophically familiar, these ideas are now the 
widespread, popular experience of everyday American life in the informa­
tion age. 

Deployable in the struggles for social justice and for the expansion of 
freedom, in the context of the globalization of commercial entertainment 
media, communications and computing technologies, and private multi­
national corporations, virtual recombinant reality more readily facilitates 
surveillance, insecurity, and passivity. \¥hen we truSt no one, mediating 
stories and relationships dissolve. Instead of opportunities for collective or 
community action, we find ourselves alone facing the alien. We continue 
to dream of mnh, reassured that in out there. We are hardly cyborgs. We 
saw the Chaiknger explode. We are inscribed by the mysteries of technol­
ogy, kicking the computer as if it will recover its lost memory. We con­
tinue to long for citizenship and security, chastised by the link to conspir­
acy theory. Our hope participates in abduction. 
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Thcre mlsht have been a time when It was Important to defend dcmoc+ 
racy on the basis of reason or to appeal to the somehow general will of a 
somehow unified public. That time has passed. Welcome to t he twenty+ 

first century. Stories of rational persons malcing decisions freely and equally 

as they talk together in a pub~c sphere no longer command much mind­
share. Feminist, antiracist, and queer movements have successfully elimi+ 

nated a number of the brackets necessary for constituting the public as a 
sphere. Environmental, AIDS, medical, and welfare activists have similarly 
challenged scientific and juridical authorities, politicizing a variety of so+ 
cial locations and dismantling the presumptions of eli te Irnowledge, elite 
objectivity. It's been centuries since communities met face+to+face. It 's 

been ten years since the deregulation of television. The illusion of even a 
televisual public has coUapsed. People have options besides watching TV. 
Now we can write our own programs and build links to others who are 

more than spectators. 
Millennial America is an alien nation, a nation of aliens, a nation that is 

alien. In I w6 the House considered legislation aiming to reform Ameri­
can immigration policy, legislation that sought to shore up the borders bc+ 
tween aliens and citizens. H.R. n Ol "makes enforceable the grounds for 
denying entry or removing aliens who are or are likely to become a public 
charge. "41 Like a sacred fetus or unholy child, the alien is a product of de­
pendency. Citizens are agents, independent, in control. Anyone who is 
independent, who steals or disrupts American agency, perhaps by taking 
jobs or benefits, is alien. The alien morphs into an abductor, the one who 
acts, who violates our safety, our border, our home, taking what is nOt its 
own. With such a naturalization process, the alien becomes a citizen, dis+ 
solving the distinction between the two and transgressing the borders that 
constitute t he nation. 

H.R. UOl also wants to ensure that American business remains com+ 
petitive in world markets. For this, America needs "access to skilled fo r+ 
eign workers." At the same time, the bill wanrs to protect American work+ 
ers from abusive and fraudulen t practices that permit "illegal aliens [Q gain 
employment." So it establishes pilot projects "for employers to verify 
through a simple phone call or computer message an employee's autho+ 
rization to work.. The system will work through existing databases, and not 
require creation of any new government database. The system also will 
assure employers that the employment eligibility information provided 
to them by employees is genuine."4J "The system" can meet the contra+ 
dietary demands of international capital and American workers. Think 
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globally, act 100011y by relying on existing netv"orks of surveillance. Sys­
tems provide assurance, establishing who is a genuine worker-citizen and 
who is not. Again dependency is linked to the alien, although now Ameri­
can workers need protection. The ski llfuJ citizen has ventured beyond the 
nation. Since citizenship is articulated with agency, the United States 
seems to be a nation of passive, dependent aliens. Citizens are pan of a 
global community, but one that remains insecure, undefined, in need of 

sun'eillance, dependent on the alien and, hence, alien and unimaginable 
itself. 

Despite or perhaps because of the excesses of privatization, the perva­
sive sense of millennial America is that nothing is "ours," nothing is safe, 
secure, protected. Violence, abuse, powrty, and neglect disrupt familiar 
images of home. Some respond with vigorous interest in H(ffIJ( Improvt­
mrnt or Martha Stewart's complicated domestic projects, both explicit in 
their stress on the need to build and repair homes. Technology promised 
to save us time, to give us access to information. Like H opkins's abductees, 

many of us today are missing time. Since what happens happens now, by 
the time we ha\'e assessed "now" it is "then." We have too much data, but 

not enough to make any decisions because we are uncertain about the con­
texts and networks into which we might integrate this information. En­
abled by technology we become aliens, connected outside the state. Just as 
often, we're abducted by this same technology. To think of ourselves as 
cyborgs ignores our inability to program, format, evaluate, and contextual· 
ize information. 

Our neighbors are aliens. Assimilation has been discredited as an ideal, 
and multiculruralism hasn't become much more than a marketing strategy. 

Peaceful coexistence demands mental changes, accommodation, tolerance. 
Better to forget the neighbors, go inside, and enjoy cyber-citizenship on the 
World Wide Web. What bappens to me - alone, isolated, vulnerable - ;, 

of global significance. 
Alien abduction narrates the predominant experience of the familiarity 

of strangeness in the techno-global information age. Unlike metaphors of 
colonization that presuppose borders to be penetrated and resources to be 
exploited, abduction operates with an understanding of the world, of real­
ity, as amorphous and permeable. Colonization, moreover, brings with it 
the possibility of anticolonial struggle, of emancipation and independence. 
Abduction recognizes the futi lity of resistance even as it points to other 
possible freedoms. There may be nothing we can do about the aliens, but 
we can still write our experiences, link them to others, and build networks 
of community. The colonial connotes history. Abduction warps space and 

180 AI ..... In AIneriU 

l( K IoInp 

globally, act 100011y by relying on existing netv"orks of surveillance. Sys­
tems provide assurance, establishing who is a genuine worker-citizen and 
who is not. Again dependency is linked to the alien, although now Ameri­
can workers need protection. The ski llfuJ citizen has ventured beyond the 
nation. Since citizenship is articulated with agency, the United States 
seems to be a nation of passive, dependent aliens. Citizens are pan of a 
global community, but one that remains insecure, undefined, in need of 

sun'eillance, dependent on the alien and, hence, alien and unimaginable 
itself. 

Despite or perhaps because of the excesses of privatization, the perva­
sive sense of millennial America is that nothing is "ours," nothing is safe, 
secure, protected. Violence, abuse, powrty, and neglect disrupt familiar 
images of home. Some respond with vigorous interest in H(ffIJ( Improvt­
mrnt or Martha Stewart's complicated domestic projects, both explicit in 
their stress on the need to build and repair homes. Technology promised 
to save us time, to give us access to information. Like H opkins's abductees, 

many of us today are missing time. Since what happens happens now, by 
the time we ha\'e assessed "now" it is "then." We have too much data, but 

not enough to make any decisions because we are uncertain about the con­
texts and networks into which we might integrate this information. En­
abled by technology we become aliens, connected outside the state. Just as 
often, we're abducted by this same technology. To think of ourselves as 
cyborgs ignores our inability to program, format, evaluate, and contextual· 
ize information. 

Our neighbors are aliens. Assimilation has been discredited as an ideal, 
and multiculruralism hasn't become much more than a marketing strategy. 

Peaceful coexistence demands mental changes, accommodation, tolerance. 
Better to forget the neighbors, go inside, and enjoy cyber-citizenship on the 
World Wide Web. What bappens to me - alone, isolated, vulnerable - ;, 

of global significance. 
Alien abduction narrates the predominant experience of the familiarity 

of strangeness in the techno-global information age. Unlike metaphors of 
colonization that presuppose borders to be penetrated and resources to be 
exploited, abduction operates with an understanding of the world, of real­
ity, as amorphous and permeable. Colonization, moreover, brings with it 
the possibility of anticolonial struggle, of emancipation and independence. 
Abduction recognizes the futi lity of resistance even as it points to other 
possible freedoms. There may be nothing we can do about the aliens, but 
we can still write our experiences, link them to others, and build networks 
of community. The colonial connotes history. Abduction warps space and 

180 AI ..... In AIneriU 

l( K IoInp 



timc. \Vhereas coloni7...ation implies ~n o ngoing process with systcmic lim­

itations, abduction involves the sense that things are happening behind our 

backs, t hings have been done to us that we don't remember and probably 

couldn't lJ.car i ( we diJ. T o fight <.'OJonization, we take <."OlilroJ. We don't 

fi ght abduction; we simply try to recovery our memories, all the while 

aware that they could be false, that in our very recovery we participate in 
an alien plan. 
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Postscript 
Commemorations, July 1997 

Roswell , New Mexico 

T:lking pictures of my si lver Gray :llim backpack at the site of the 
:llleged crash inJu l ~' 1947 of :In :l licn craft, I s[:lfted [0 thin k th:u I W:lS par­
ticip:lti ng in the celcLmllion of the fiftieth anni\'crsary of nothing at all. 

Of course, it didn't seem like nOt hing. The [Own of Roswe ll, New J\ lex­
ito, put :llotof effort into "UFO Encounter '97," 1\ lost of the shops lining 
1"l:I in Street dCl'or:lled their windoll's with full-selle dr:.lwings of Gr:lYs. 
Some had alien dummies :md dolls. Others had balloons with Inrge bb ck 
eyes. You could buy alien pinatas, kites, shoes, aliens in j:lrs, refrigerator 
aliens, alien puppets, :llien Christmas tree ornaments, alien artific ial in­
semination ki ts. You cou ld btl)' alien t'1/t'r)'fbillg. There mUSt have been two 
hu nd red different al ien T -shirts. Though fond of the :llien Elvis T-shirt, I 
chose Ihe "Kokopaliens." :I nice combination of the Sout hwest Nati\'c 
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Ronl'dl, NI'1!.' Mrxico.Jul), 1997 

American fib'1.,re of the AUle-player, Kokopclia, and a Gray. Dehydr.ned 
from the desert heat, I drank "a lien ab'1.1a" ~lIld ;oU FO 1120." Runners par­
ticipated in the ,KlloK "a lien chase." Approximately [en floats competed 
for prizes in the :llien "crash and hurn eXtr.lVagan7_1" parade ~ponsored hy 
the Jaycees. Roswell's twO U1~0 TTluseums sponsored lecOlres and book 
signings hy important ufologists. The Church of Christ featured altern:l­
ril'e speakers testifying to the Christian message of abduction. A scientist 
from San Diego claimed that he h:ld indisputable proof that ;1 fmgmenl of 
debris from the Roswell crash was extraterrestrial. lie didn't make himself 
:l\'ailable for {illesrions, though. 

Although some commentator; in tradition;.1 media cynically di ... missed 
the entrepreneurial efforts of the Roswdlians. an ironic 1Il00e !,rilen the 
media's own commercial cmhrace of the alien, the economic aspects of the 
occasion didn't bother me. I liked them. It secmed a lery American ... ort of 
commemoration. But I worried about some of the \'endors left \Iilh hun­
dreds of alien T -shirts. A young WOIll;lIl who h~l{1 clcvcrl y created orna­
ments out of eggs-dyed green, hlown-out, and featuring an ~I IUlllinutll ­

foil ali en suspended in the middle-was depressed that they weren't 
sell ing. A boy, prohably about ten, sold me alien stickers for just under ten 
cents apiece, explaining that any lower would hc "hclow cost." One sel ler 
complained th:lt the e\'cnt orf,ranir..crs let tOO many people in, that it was tOO 
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NOS'V.'fl/, Nt1/) ;\ff.riro,JII~Y '997 

competitive to make an)' money. I didn't tell him that I thought his T-shirts 
were boring. 

Other vendors were more optimistic. A woman who hadn't sold many of 
her dehydrated water kits, which also had matching T-shirts. thought they 
would do well on the Internet. This was her first entrepreneurbl effort, she 
explained. She had learned a lot and seemed im'igorated, empowered. A 
postcard artist told me that the ';UFO Encounter" weekends Roswell had 
been holding :lround the Fourth of July since 1995 - for the J997 celebra­
tion was the fiftieth anniversary of the saucer crash, not the town's first 
alien event - had given him the opportunity to get his work out. They had 
stimulated his creativity and pro\·jded him with an audience. 

So, amidst the celebr:llory atmosphere of a small-town festival, it didn't 
seem like an anniversary of nothing. After all, itwas on n', and on the ra­
dio, and on the Net. There were more reporters than tourists at the "crash 
and burn extravaganz:l" parade. They wanted picmrcs of ;llien freaks, of 
folk'i in cosnlllles, of people who made themselves into opport1Jnities for 
the rest of us to laugh, secure in our own normality, our own good sense 
and rationality. I watched as ;I group that appeared to be making a docu­
mentary for the BBC interviewed a woman wearing a large Dr. Seuss­
style hat eo\'ered with Grays. The correspondent eagerly asked her why 
she was there. \Vhat did he expect, I wondered? A sincere exposition on the 
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historical significance of the crash of an alien saucer in the United States? 
A wild-eyed talc of abduction? The woman shrugged and said her husband 
h:ld wanled to come. 

The med ia didn't create Roswell. It wasn't JUSt a media event. Some 
people had come to New Mexico to remember. Fifteen dollars bought a 
tour of the crash site. \Vell, "a" crash site. Sitting in one of the lectures 
sponsored by the UFO Enigma Museum ( learned from the man next to 

me that there was a "new" site, and that this new site was the "real" site. It 
was much harder to find than the one folks could tour because it was on 
government land and not clearly marked . "Tour" may not be the best word 
for what goes on at the "old" site, either. A school bus takes visitors deep 
into the Corn ranch, the one where J\-!ac Brazel found some stra nge wreck­
age in 1947. T he bus stopS at a makeshift dearing. I say makeshift because 
I had trouble telling the difference between the surround ing dese rt and the 
dea ring where visitors receive a one-page flyer on the event. A couple of 
Stonehenge-like obelisks, recently donated, and a picturesque early-model 
car mark the entrance to a long p3th. Several hundre<] y,lrds down the path, 
two more obelisks and a commemor3tive Stone designate the point from 
which tourists can view the rocky cleft where the saucer came to rest. T he 
marker, a rough-hewn stone inscribed in a runic font, re3ds (unpunctu­
a1ed): "\Ve don't know who they were. \Ve don't know why they came. \ ,Ve 
only know they changed our view of the universe. This universal sacred site 
is dedicated J uly 1997 to the beings who met their destinies ncar Roswell , 
New A'lexico, J uly 1947." \tVhen enough people arrive, a gu ide under 3 
large umbrella retells a hislOry of Ihe crash and cover-up. 

An anonymous donor had suppl ied a wreath to signify the deluhs of the 
aliens. An American Aagscveral y3 rd .~ away indic:lted the site where the sur­
vivi ng ali en had sat as the mi litary came to sweep away evidence of the 
event. \Vhy an Americ.lIl flag? Because it was the Fourth of July, Indepen­
dence Day? llcc.Hlse al1 Americans are originally aliens? Because America 
claims aliens and others for itself, consuming, absorbing, appropri:lting 
them? As the m:lrker says, the Spot had been sacralized, I think by a group 
of Native American dancers. I saw several Mexican or Mexican American 
t"Ourists wearing "il legal alien" T -shirts fe:lturing Grays in sombreros. 

Among those visiting the crash site was 3 la rge family. They were much 
like other American families visiting im port3nt sites from American his­
tory, sites like Gettysburg which my family visited when I was seven . T he 
fat her looked like retired military. He had the physique, self-presentation, 
and hat that suggest military; ( 6TUessed the Air Force. \Nith him were five 
ki ds, from about ten to late teens. The family, the f3ther , had invested in 
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thi.;; trip. It cost fifteen dollars a person, although chil(lren thirteen find un­
der got in frec. The kids listened attemi"ely as their father described what 
h;ld happened at this site outside Roswell in '947. li e told of two saueers, 
an electrical storm, the possibilir}' of .1 midair collision ur American missiles. 
li e described the long debris field. the alien bod ies, the rapid quad rating­
off of the si te. The famil), had alre:l(l)' visited rhe Intermtion al UFO ,\tu­
scum and Research Center, so the)' had seen the headlines from various 
American newspapers dated .lui), 8. 1947, headlines that mentioned the 
crashed wrecbgeof a sauce r fou nd in New A·texico. In [947, "flying saucer" 
didn't yet mean an :Ilien-powered cra ft , but it was still strange, sti ll un­
explained. By July 9, though, the Story was explained, or co\'ered up. The 
military announced that it was justa hig mistake. only .1 \\eather balloon. 
The wreckage was disposed of and the case dosed until witnesses st:lrted 
talking to UFO researchers in the 19705. 

For a touple visiting from Phoenix, it wasn't the anniversary of nothing. 
They had been planning on hosting .1 barbecue untit they heard about the 
Air Force's most recent "final report" on Roswel l. They decided that if the 
Air Force was willi ng to Illake up wi ld stories in order to cover up the tmth' 
of Roswell, well, there just TTlUSt he sOlllethi ng to it. So they decided to 

COIllC sec for themsch'es. 
The Air Force report, which got widespread artention throughout the 
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tde,ision medi, .nd fuded furious activity on the Nct. auempts 10 p.,,..iJe 

.nuplanation for tho: claim that Jlicnbotlics "'crc found.t th<' Roswcll 
cr:uh site.' Tho: report fol1o,,'5 up on . I'r~';ous "final word" on the man~r 
tim the Air Foree l,uhlishcd in '99>4. T his latest fill.l ,,-oTd r< ... ·ised Iht: 
wcatl><"r h.lloon c~planation, adminin!( Ih.t it h.d c.)\'~rcd "P the !nu h, 
The truth wlIS that the wrechge "" .. I'm of on lIrr.ll' ofhigh .• hitudc b:tl­
l<XInsusc."<i In spl'lIn the Soriet Union.·m.: l,mj<'C\ ;nv,,!.·cd secret. 

cI,ssified rese.rch c;arrie.1 out undrr the codc n.me "M"guL-'I"'" '997 re­
port respond~ to criticism thai the Mogul ~xp!anation could!lO! :!C\vum 
for qcwitnc ... obscn-.nions of alien bo.li<':!l. 

Tb"rcspons.:rciicsundutlunies.AI'I"'n::ml),.lhroul(holU thcI9505,tht: 
"ir For~"t: used .mhmpornoTphic duunnies in high-.himdc p'r.lchute t<'SIS 
,\!though duuun;"" .. 'c n:: tlOl used in Ne,,· Me~icf) in 'W7. the repon sog­
gcslStha\Ros ... ·e l! .. ,itncsscs11l~rh •• ·clinkcdtogclhermcm"riesofthcre­
(~}l'crl' of the m"teri.l fmllt )\ Iogol balloon., with memories of .:IuI11111)' re­
CO\'er;(':!l.' To lJ:ICk up its findings. the Air For"" .h-:I"'-$ di .... 'CtI)' frum witm:ss 
tcstinmn), cite-d in ~ ... 'crJJ UFO books II13t sp,'Cific;alJr mentions dummIL-s 
~nd ])hs!ie dolls. ' Olle of tm" mOSt popular T-shirtS in Roswell fcatur~'S 
Gr.lJ~ with the ("plion "\\'c're No Dutntnk':!l.~ 

l'''rhaps ;t st.",met! like the al1t!i\'Crs:tr~' (If nothing hcc;all'l' lhere w,~ 
<'Ommcmor~l;on without lIarr:>!i,~. That is to sa)" there wcr~ 10(' (If dct:lil. 
,bout bodics and silcs.nd wT""bge. lots ofstori'" fTOItl highl)' credible 
wimc.,,,,,s. but nO coherent narrJI;"c ,CCUunt of the e"etl1~ tim W(, wcre 

supposed to be remembering, UFO rcsc.n:hers dcb~tc o"cr when tm" ~nsh 
"-:Os supposed toh~"eh"I'I>cne,l, ].'lcjuI1c,)"I), ',Jul),>4' '\'as there one 
cr.lshi' T ,,·ui',\'nrcth.nlh.t,Somcsugg<-stth.ttherewcrecrJshes . 110,'cr 
the Southw .. -st"rndt:S<!n. \\'crcthcrc3Iicnbodi .. ':!l? \Vh3t h'I'I",n<-.:1 I<> the 
",'rcck.gc? In a hook I'uhlished to ~~>ineidc ..-ith the Roswell ann;'"rsar)" 
Colonel I' hili]> Corso daims to h.ve ht:.d~d" military opcrJlion thai used 
the .licu wr~'Ckagc to back-en,;in<'cr import'"Ut""hnol,,!..'k',,1 disco,·cries. 
uisc."'-eri<'S th,,(,,'crc then Icak .. "<i w Amnic;an)Cicntist5 anti co'l'Or.lt ions 
th.t..-ould'l'pcarwh",·c dewlol",utbcinnm-:nionSlhemseh'es.·IlI<.."<e 
origit1al!r.lil·nll",hnologi~'SinduJccomputermicrochil's,intcgr.llcdcir­

eui ts. :l1td til>cr optics.' The hook madc the NrofJ l"ri· Tim .. l",st-""lIcr list. 

E"er)~"'c, including the Air Force, "b'Tt:cs Ih.1 something cr,.hed .lId 
that the identity ofth .. t !iOlllething " ... initi.ll)' co"crcd up .. ,;th \1><" 
..-c3therool1onnslorY·'\!lumher"fdiffercntfoll;,o;in]{os,,'cl!wldmethat 
although ther muldn't s:I}' ,,·h.1 haj)]lCn<·J. "good 1>coplc." ~"'5pcC\ed 
mCt11ber>ofthcC()nltnunit)'.~and "folks lM:oP!c spcak highl)' of" claimed to 
h.n,secnsomcthing.sotht.,· hdi<-,,-ethem. Thelinks<-onn~-': ling3grccd_ 
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upon truths, an excess of detail, and the f.1 ilure of mlrr.nive produce a site 
wherei n multiple remembrances become possible. \,Vh,lt they share is a 
sense of doubt ,md mistrust as suspi cion fi lls in the ~ps in the script. The 
commemorations, in their variety and excess, th us seem to precede the 
event they celebrated. Because the eve nt c:IIl 't be fixed or narrated, it ap­
pea rs to be more like an effect of the tourists, media, ,Ind T -shi rTS that mark 

it as having happened. 
Listening to \·Vhitley Stricber reJd letters sent to him from ot her ab­

ductees, 1 wondered if the anniversary of nothing covered over real an­
niversaries. If part of the impetus behind Roswell W,IS ,I L"Om pulsion to re­
member, and in remembering to call into account, wh at other elements in 
an American history might be linked to thi s ~l li en story? Strieber's presen­
tation relied on a variety of connections ro named events in that American 
history credited as public. He inscribed Roswell within a history of the 
Cold \,Var, reminding the ,mdience that in 1947 Roswell Army Air Field 
housed the 509th Air Grou p. The S09th was solely responsible for deliver­
ies of the atomic bomb. It was, in other words, the locus of "the bomb," the 
United Stares' nuclear core. Is it possible that remembering Roswell is a 
traumatic repetition of America's nuclear past, of our continued complic­
ity in the deaths of those we render aliens? Beneath the comm emorative 
T-shirts and ashtrays, might Roswell stand for the hidden, secret, and de­
nied costs of the Cold \-Var? 

Strieber declared, to great applause, " "''here secrets start, t he Republi c 
stops." He tied Roswell to Nazis via "Operation Papercl ip," the program 
that brought in \ ,Vernher von Braun and the ot her rocket sc ientists nucial 
to the success of NASA. For Striebcr, however, Operation Paperclip was 
less ,l/l instrument for the success of the American space program th,l/l it 
was ,111 clement of a history that continues to elude narrative, a history of 
black budgeTS, experimcnts on civilian populations, and a communi ty of sc­
crets that during the Cold \Var came to stand in for the U.S. govern men t. 
It was a sib'll that thc Republi c, the American ideal, had come to an end, oc­
cupied now by Nazis and those willing to work with Nazis. 

Perh:lps because it was the Fourth of July, Strieber's fin,ll lin k was to the 

AmeriC:ln Revolution. Interpe llating a community through his declanllion, 
he hera lded "a second Americ:m revolution," this one in ide'ls. Those will­
ing to hear him , those willing to resist an ,1lIthority that claimed a monop­
oly on truth, wcre hailed as new revolution.lrics. Their independence, 
morem'er, was est,lblishcd nO[ wi th reference to the al ien, not with respect 
to an asserted reality, but to thc possibility th,lt "the tnIth is out there." The 
revolution, in othcr words, involves continued iter,nions of uncertainty 

188 Postscript 

Copyrighted Material 

Copyrighted Material 

upon truths, an excess of detail, and the f.1 ilure of mlrr.nive produce a site 
wherei n multiple remembrances become possible. \,Vh,lt they share is a 
sense of doubt ,md mistrust as suspi cion fi lls in the ~ps in the script. The 
commemorations, in their variety and excess, th us seem to precede the 
event they celebrated. Because the eve nt c:IIl 't be fixed or narrated, it ap­
pea rs to be more like an effect of the tourists, media, ,Ind T -shi rTS that mark 

it as having happened. 
Listening to \·Vhitley Stricber reJd letters sent to him from ot her ab­

ductees, 1 wondered if the anniversary of nothing covered over real an­
niversaries. If part of the impetus behind Roswell W,IS ,I L"Om pulsion to re­
member, and in remembering to call into account, wh at other elements in 
an American history might be linked to thi s ~l li en story? Strieber's presen­
tation relied on a variety of connections ro named events in that American 
history credited as public. He inscribed Roswell within a history of the 
Cold \,Var, reminding the ,mdience that in 1947 Roswell Army Air Field 
housed the 509th Air Grou p. The S09th was solely responsible for deliver­
ies of the atomic bomb. It was, in other words, the locus of "the bomb," the 
United Stares' nuclear core. Is it possible that remembering Roswell is a 
traumatic repetition of America's nuclear past, of our continued complic­
ity in the deaths of those we render aliens? Beneath the comm emorative 
T-shirts and ashtrays, might Roswell stand for the hidden, secret, and de­
nied costs of the Cold \-Var? 

Strieber declared, to great applause, " "''here secrets start, t he Republi c 
stops." He tied Roswell to Nazis via "Operation Papercl ip," the program 
that brought in \ ,Vernher von Braun and the ot her rocket sc ientists nucial 
to the success of NASA. For Striebcr, however, Operation Paperclip was 
less ,l/l instrument for the success of the American space program th,l/l it 
was ,111 clement of a history that continues to elude narrative, a history of 
black budgeTS, experimcnts on civilian populations, and a communi ty of sc­
crets that during the Cold \Var came to stand in for the U.S. govern men t. 
It was a sib'll that thc Republi c, the American ideal, had come to an end, oc­
cupied now by Nazis and those willing to work with Nazis. 

Perh:lps because it was the Fourth of July, Strieber's fin,ll lin k was to the 

AmeriC:ln Revolution. Interpe llating a community through his declanllion, 
he hera lded "a second Americ:m revolution," this one in ide'ls. Those will­
ing to hear him , those willing to resist an ,1lIthority that claimed a monop­
oly on truth, wcre hailed as new revolution.lrics. Their independence, 
morem'er, was est,lblishcd nO[ wi th reference to the al ien, not with respect 
to an asserted reality, but to thc possibility th,lt "the tnIth is out there." The 
revolution, in othcr words, involves continued iter,nions of uncertainty 

188 Postscript 

Copyrighted Material 

Copyrighted Material 

upon truths, an excess of detail, and the f.1 ilure of mlrr.nive produce a site 
wherei n multiple remembrances become possible. \,Vh,lt they share is a 
sense of doubt ,md mistrust as suspi cion fi lls in the ~ps in the script. The 
commemorations, in their variety and excess, th us seem to precede the 
event they celebrated. Because the eve nt c:IIl 't be fixed or narrated, it ap­
pea rs to be more like an effect of the tourists, media, ,Ind T -shi rTS that mark 

it as having happened. 
Listening to \·Vhitley Stricber reJd letters sent to him from ot her ab­

ductees, 1 wondered if the anniversary of nothing covered over real an­
niversaries. If part of the impetus behind Roswell W,IS ,I L"Om pulsion to re­
member, and in remembering to call into account, wh at other elements in 
an American history might be linked to thi s ~l li en story? Strieber's presen­
tation relied on a variety of connections ro named events in that American 
history credited as public. He inscribed Roswell within a history of the 
Cold \,Var, reminding the ,mdience that in 1947 Roswell Army Air Field 
housed the 509th Air Grou p. The S09th was solely responsible for deliver­
ies of the atomic bomb. It was, in other words, the locus of "the bomb," the 
United Stares' nuclear core. Is it possible that remembering Roswell is a 
traumatic repetition of America's nuclear past, of our continued complic­
ity in the deaths of those we render aliens? Beneath the comm emorative 
T-shirts and ashtrays, might Roswell stand for the hidden, secret, and de­
nied costs of the Cold \-Var? 

Strieber declared, to great applause, " "''here secrets start, t he Republi c 
stops." He tied Roswell to Nazis via "Operation Papercl ip," the program 
that brought in \ ,Vernher von Braun and the ot her rocket sc ientists nucial 
to the success of NASA. For Striebcr, however, Operation Paperclip was 
less ,l/l instrument for the success of the American space program th,l/l it 
was ,111 clement of a history that continues to elude narrative, a history of 
black budgeTS, experimcnts on civilian populations, and a communi ty of sc­
crets that during the Cold \Var came to stand in for the U.S. govern men t. 
It was a sib'll that thc Republi c, the American ideal, had come to an end, oc­
cupied now by Nazis and those willing to work with Nazis. 

Perh:lps because it was the Fourth of July, Strieber's fin,ll lin k was to the 

AmeriC:ln Revolution. Interpe llating a community through his declanllion, 
he hera lded "a second Americ:m revolution," this one in ide'ls. Those will­
ing to hear him , those willing to resist an ,1lIthority that claimed a monop­
oly on truth, wcre hailed as new revolution.lrics. Their independence, 
morem'er, was est,lblishcd nO[ wi th reference to the al ien, not with respect 
to an asserted reality, but to thc possibility th,lt "the tnIth is out there." The 
revolution, in othcr words, involves continued iter,nions of uncertainty 

188 Postscript 

Copyrighted Material 



Ror~'rff. Nn:.· I\/rxico. Jllly 1997 

CopyrightedM'terl'l 

Ror~'rff. Nn:.· I\/rxico. Jllly 1997 

CopyrightedM'terl'l 

Ror~'rff. Nn:.· I\/rxico. Jllly 1997 

CopyrightedM'terl'l 



Copyrighted Material 

("we don't know," "we aren't sure," "we don't h:IVC solid evidence") voiced 

even by someone who claims to have heen abducted by aliens. Truth was 
projected imo the future, not something that could be cbirned now, not 
somethin g that cou ld justify a claim In:1de in its n:Hlle. Roswell, t hen, was a 
reenactlTlent of that original resistance which constituted Amcrica. As 
such, it, and ufolob'Y with it, bec,mle - if only for a brief moment in ,I dark­
ened auditorium - central to the myth or the rhetoric of a populist recla­

m,ltion of democracy. 
Perhaps the Roswel l anniversary occupies that site in the popub r cu l­

ture of !\meric,1I\ delllocr,lcy that can't be occupied by the anniversary of 
the CIA. Like Roswell, the Cen tral Intelligence Agency pinpoints its ori­
gins to July 1947. Like Roswell, it is enmeshed in conspiracy and innuendo. 
in hints, cover-ups, denials, :md half-tmths. It implicates and is implicated 
in the Cold War. Both arc outside the ideal and civil speech of the puhlic 
sphe re; both remain part of the hidden underside of liberal (Iemocral),- The 
stigma attached to UFOs and conspiracy theory, the stiglll'\ that em beds 
Roswell in the popubr subculture, provides ,I fi re wall t hat conl'inues to 
block access 10 the CIA. Even at a time when the agency seems ever less 
si!:,'1lificant, concern with iI'S crimes and attention to its secrets ca ITY a hi nt 
of paranoi:! th:l t reflects morc on the one seeking to invcstig-.lte the CIA 
than on the agency itself. It's hard to talk about spooks, bLKk budgets, lind 
covert ac tions without sounding crny. \·\le can talk about Roswell because 
in so doing we deliberately emer a stigmatized si te. \-Ve can't talk seriously, 
to be sure; hut we C,Hl ta lk, jokingly. laughingly. \-\le can't even joke ahout 

the CIA. 
Sever:11 weeks after the Roswell annivers:!ry, ~n AP wire service rcport 

was posted on the Internct, announcing that the C IA had li ed :!bout its in­
terest in UFOs. Not su rpri singly, thc report W:I S picked up hy much of the 
m:linstream press. The report (IreII' from a study by Gerald K. "hines, 
"CiJ-\ 's Role in the Study of UFOs, t947- 1990," published in the unclassi­
fied C IA journal Sllidies ill Illfrllig!'llfr and avaibble on the World Wide 
Web.! I·bines notes [hat "the idea that the Clr\ has secredy conceal ed its 
rcsc:!rch into UFOs has been a major theme of UFO buffs sincc the mod­

ern LIFO phenomenon emerged in the late 1 94OS." Consequently, his re­
port' "chronologically examines the Agency's effort's to solve the mystery of 

UFOs, its programs that had all impact on UFO sightings, and its attempts 
to conceal C IA involvcmcnt in the entirc UFO issllc."6 The report ac­
knowledges that the cover-up charges were true and that the cover-up it­
self was completely counterproductive: it led to evcr greater mistrust of the 
agency. I-h ines provides det,lils about a C IA-sponsored panel on UFOs 
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ened auditorium - central to the myth or the rhetoric of a populist recla­

m,ltion of democracy. 
Perhaps the Roswel l anniversary occupies that site in the popub r cu l­

ture of !\meric,1I\ delllocr,lcy that can't be occupied by the anniversary of 
the CIA. Like Roswell, the Cen tral Intelligence Agency pinpoints its ori­
gins to July 1947. Like Roswell, it is enmeshed in conspiracy and innuendo. 
in hints, cover-ups, denials, :md half-tmths. It implicates and is implicated 
in the Cold War. Both arc outside the ideal and civil speech of the puhlic 
sphe re; both remain part of the hidden underside of liberal (Iemocral),- The 
stigma attached to UFOs and conspiracy theory, the stiglll'\ that em beds 
Roswell in the popubr subculture, provides ,I fi re wall t hat conl'inues to 
block access 10 the CIA. Even at a time when the agency seems ever less 
si!:,'1lificant, concern with iI'S crimes and attention to its secrets ca ITY a hi nt 
of paranoi:! th:l t reflects morc on the one seeking to invcstig-.lte the CIA 
than on the agency itself. It's hard to talk about spooks, bLKk budgets, lind 
covert ac tions without sounding crny. \·\le can talk about Roswell because 
in so doing we deliberately emer a stigmatized si te. \-Ve can't talk seriously, 
to be sure; hut we C,Hl ta lk, jokingly. laughingly. \-\le can't even joke ahout 

the CIA. 
Sever:11 weeks after the Roswell annivers:!ry, ~n AP wire service rcport 

was posted on the Internct, announcing that the C IA had li ed :!bout its in­
terest in UFOs. Not su rpri singly, thc report W:I S picked up hy much of the 
m:linstream press. The report (IreII' from a study by Gerald K. "hines, 
"CiJ-\ 's Role in the Study of UFOs, t947- 1990," published in the unclassi­
fied C IA journal Sllidies ill Illfrllig!'llfr and avaibble on the World Wide 
Web.! I·bines notes [hat "the idea that the Clr\ has secredy conceal ed its 
rcsc:!rch into UFOs has been a major theme of UFO buffs sincc the mod­

ern LIFO phenomenon emerged in the late 1 94OS." Consequently, his re­
port' "chronologically examines the Agency's effort's to solve the mystery of 

UFOs, its programs that had all impact on UFO sightings, and its attempts 
to conceal C IA involvcmcnt in the entirc UFO issllc."6 The report ac­
knowledges that the cover-up charges were true and that the cover-up it­
self was completely counterproductive: it led to evcr greater mistrust of the 
agency. I-h ines provides det,lils about a C IA-sponsored panel on UFOs 
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[h:lIlllet in Jl lluaq' 1953. Noting the pand 's conclusion that UFO reports 
might induce "hysterical mass behavior" harmful to constinlted authority 
and might well clog eommllnicnion ch:lIlncls, he writes: 

To meet these problems, the panel recommended that the N:ttional Se­
cu rity Coullcil debunk UVO repor~ and instinlle a policy of public edu­
cation to reassure the public of the lack of evidence behind UFOs, It 
suggested usi ng the mass media, ad\'ertising, business dubs, schools, and 
e\'cn thc Disney corporation to gell he message across. Reporting at the 
height of McGmh)'ism, the panel al so recommended that such private 
UFO groups as Ihe Ci\'ili,lIl Flying Saucer Irwestigarors in Los Angeles 
and the Aerial Phenomena Research Org:mization in \Visconsin be 
mon itored for suln'crsi \'e acri\'it ies. ' 

J IISt becausc rOIl 'rc par:moid, it doesn't mcan they're not out 10 get you. 
Flying saucers threatened the culmrc of containmelll. The C IA did ap­
pro;lch UFO witnesses :lI1d in\'esrigmors, I wonder if the)' sent Men in 
Illack. As Karla Turner suspected, the government has trie(1 to encode 
UFO messages in popular entertainment media - even r\ tickey Mouse is 
invol\'cd, 

10 be sure, if the 1-l3ines report is to be bclie\'ed, and as soon as it was 
posted ufologists were debunking it as still morc disinformation, the mes­
S;lgCS didn't i,woke a pact with the aliens. The CIA's continued investiga­
tion of UFOs uncovered no evidencc of extraterrestrial ac!"ivi ty. \<\Ih:lt had 
1"0 be kept quiet was its usc ofhigh-altinule spy planes, the U-I and the SR-
17. \Vitnesses reporting UFOs were catch ing glimpses of a top-secret gov­
ernment reconnaissan(:'c project, "Air Force BLUE Bool( invcstig;llors aware 
of the secret U- I flights," I-laines notes, '; t ried to explain awa}' such sight­
ings by linking thelll to nanJral phenome na such as icc crystals :md tem­
perallire i n versions." ~ The witnesses were cred ihh.:, after all. 

Nlore than an anniversar)' of nothing, then, Roswcllm:IY be a cclebra­
lion of conspiracy thinking, a festival re-creat ing thaI paranoia, justifie(1 
and not, wh ich has been central to American political hisl"Ories. Given the 
glob:llized technoculture of late-capitalist societies, many find th.lt doubt 
and mistrust arc primary features of democracy at the mil len niulIl . As 
I-l:l ines concludes: " Like the .I FK aSS:lssi natiOIl conspir:ICY theories, the 
UFO issue probably wi ll not go away soon, no matter what the agency docs 
or says. The belief that we arc not alone ill the universe is IUO emotional 
and the distrust of ou r government is tOO pervasive to make lhe issue 
amenable to traditional scienti fic studies of rational explanation and e\;­
dence,"9 An editoria l. "'Some Thoughts on a More G lorious Fourth," from 
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the Patriot FOrl/JII, a p,lper in the slll ,l ll lvb inc town of Castine, expresses a 
similar sentiment. Rejecting the Air Force's dummy explanation, the edi­
torial obsen·es: "Add to this one-among-many blatant, arrogant exa mples 
of government duplicity (e.g. Watergate, Iran Contra, etc) and it is little 
wonder that the aver.lge citizen grows more and more cynical :l bou t the 
federal go\'ernment as a reliable source of information. Indeed, whether 
there were ,lliens in Roswell or not is not the issue, rather it may be this 
Lynicism as much as anrthing that has led to the ce lebration in Roswel l." In 

Can we rely on tr:lclitional scientific explanations? Are there any reliable 
sources of information? Can the reliability of the sources be detached from 
the information and, if so, does the reli:lhili ty ofrhe inform:ltion then come 
to inhere in the networks in which it is used, deployed, :lIl d dissemin:ltt.'d? 
J:Hnes Earl Ray seems about to be released from prison. Ballistics evi ­
dence-scientific, technica l, forensic information - indicates the possi­
bility that the bullet that killed Nbrtin Luther Ki ngJr. di d not come from 
Ray's &'\lJl. Out of eighteen bullets tested, t\1'ch'e have a distinctive mark ­
ing. The death bullet is like the unmarked six. \ -Vh:lt docs it mean to con­
tinue to believe that Ray is an assassin? Can one find Ray guilty and also 
accept that others wh ose ~ccusatiolls have been b:1cked up by "scientific" 
e\'idence (say, 0. ). Simpson) ~re innocent? There is still no solution, no ~n­
swer, no explanation for the explosion that downed T\VA Flight 800. \Vc 
still don't know who planted:l bomb at the [996 Atiant:l Olympics. 

Throughout the summer of 1997, national news shows aired vi deos of 
mysterious lights that were hovering in a straight line over Phoe nix, Ari­
zona, the previous March. SOllle have claimed that the lights were part of a 
military test of experimental flares. Others have analyzed the "infrared sig­
narures" and argued that they couldn't be fl:lres. That S:lIne year, within the 
space of two months, the Air Force and the CIA - the U.S. government­
published official re)lorts on UFOs. Coincidence? 

Grand Rapids, Michigan 

At the MUFON [997 intcrn:ltional symposium in Grand Rapids, 
Michigan , held the week after the Roswell celebration, there was the strong 
suggestion that even if the Roswell anniversary did commemorate some­
thing, it was insignificant given the evidence of ab<l uction. Abduction, 
many at the symposium agreed, designates more than an event; it const i­
tutes an intervention in human lives and hisrorv. 

The sym posium was based at the Amw:!y Grand Hotel. Other groups 
usin g the hotel for conventions or occasions were Amway itself and the 
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C<>pyrlghtedM.t.,'.' 

*l)aughtcnofjob."Oneofthehigh-schonl-og" .... omcninthelotlcr brroUI' 
dcscri\x,d it to me as *Mawnic.~ All Ihree groups, Am""'),. i\hson-girls. 
and UFO resc.n:hen, looked ••• he others~U!l'ici"l.Is1)'. os ,fthey " 'crc 
frc.kish.l'\,hlike . l)cmos:rnphiC"~II)'.thcylool:cdprcHy"'uch,heS3"'e . • I· 
though MUFON w.s somc"'h,t mOTc racially dh'crsc "ml the I).ughten 
o(Jobbadsign;fiC"~mlym(lretecn.gcgiris 

.. he theme of.he ,\\UFON sym~i"", was ~The Fiftieth Ann;'·crs.ry 
ofUfology.wThcscssionsrOCll~donlhelrnjt"C[OryoflJ}-Oresean:hsincc 

"147. An impon.m exception ""'s the l>aper from Jan L. Aldrich .• UFO 
resem:her from C.onnccticut. In bis.utOOrbiographypnhlished in Ihc 
S)"'II>OS;"'" Im""""linjp. Aldrich describ.:s himsclf as ~rctired from the 
U.S. Arm)' .... ith o"cr l5 )'elIrs in the field .nillery and se,'cn overseas 
[Ours." I)"'pit~ his many ",'crscu tours. he*h •• h.dnosigniticant UFO 
cxpcricnct."S.~ l ' Aldrich'~p.perTeCQ\'c"'lhedel:iilsof. forgotten hismryof 
UI'Q,; in order 10 oomcxlu.lizc both the Roswell inci<lc!H."d . hc origi· 
narysloryofKcnnclhArnnld's]llnC '947sighlingofn;neflyingdisksnt3T 
Mount H.~inicr in \\'ash;n~oton Statc, II opens "V the urological paSI. root­
ing it in ~ hislorr IhOl is n~ilhcr distinctl), AmeriClrn nor inscribed wilhin 
lhe Cold W.r. Acrordinglr. Aldrich Slrcs~~ 0 ,,,,riet}' of stori~s th.t ap­
pe. red in Europe.n ncwsl"persl'riorlolhe Arnold stor)·. Mo..,m-cr. he 
linksthcnt to.hisloryreaehingb.ckto\\'orld \\'.rll. Thecffl'Clof 
Aldrich'spo.per''''f>''Ciall ),gi,-cnlhetoncofthercsloflhes)1np<Jsium."",s 
IOlcsscnthclloldofRoswcJ1.ndspttiticl'.Sll"·Cnl$lmlhe . u\licn"".nd 
lodrJ"' oural lcn!i"n to tke I,allerns, and terrors. of the ahduclions sur­
rounding us.i! righl now. 

The (,nl spe.kers were Heth Collings and Annaj.mcrson. I rerogniu:d 
lhem immedi.tely from lheir I'icmrc in CO,,,,«tiMf . The tn,n ",ho imro­
duc.::dlbcnlcnlph.si'lCcllh.llheirn.mL'S .renotreal.lh'llheyuscpscu­
donrnlS. /\nn.3ndllclhdescril""lwmcoflhesamce,'cnt,lh".rein.heir 
hook.Thcydidn·lsa),.n)'1hing.hoUl the n.kcd m.n in thc ",hileco"'bor 
h .. orthegi.nt 1x'1:,Annotoldthe.udicnc.::.OOUlthe"lhougbt oombs" the 
al;cnsh.dimpbn!IXI.oneof,,·hich "'liS 10 h3wgtJnc off in Fchruarj' '997, 
gi"ing her new. iml",nant information. Fehru.ry Clune and " 'Cnt. and 
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seen. Each performed the role of :lbductee well, cspeci:llly given th:lt the 
script remains in nux. They weren't "New Age-y"; they (lidn't talk abollt 
the :lliens' life-style. Ann a, however, did say she thought she was being 

trained to llavi6rate a spaceship. Still, owr:llI , e:lch W:lS ahfe to prod uce a 
credible persona lhat clai med (or itsel f the righ t 10 be rec06'11ized, heard, 
;lnd respected. They took questions from the audi ence . 

For the most P:Jrt , the first day was devoted to abduction. Da vid Jacobs, 
the Temple University hi s1Ori:1I1, ,1I111ounced: "The ab<luction phenome­
non has cha nged everything." 11 Jlcobs urged lhe audience to forget Ros­
well :Jnd refuse conspiracy theory. Research on both, he argued, h:ld been 
a fruitless waste of ti me. li e stressed the import:mce of disentan gling ufol­
ogy from anything that hinted of "New Age." UFOs ;Ire about science :Ind 
evidence, not P:lst lives and spirim:11 cnlightenment. Abduction, Jacobs 
claimed, produces precisely that evidence: ;'Ahductions h;lve provided wh;lt 
\\·as impossi ble to obtai n with sighting reports: evidence of alien moti­
vation, intent, and purpose. The :Ibduction phenomenon has ,llIo\\'('d us 
to enter insi(le the objects rather than simpl y obscrvi ng the outside shells 
of the ohjee ts. It has also allowed us to ('mer intO rhe minds of aliens."I J 
Jacobs was not exactly clear as to the content of these alien minds. I-Ie 
didn't clucid:lte precisely their 1110ti\'ation , intent, or purpose. Yet he did 
him rhat their purpose has 1110re to do with hUlllan physiology, with re­
production, wit h sex, rh:ln with technology. The big alien secret, the truth 
of the alien, it seCIllS, h:ls to do willl sex, :I sex that in ncarly :111 accounts of 
abduction is presumed 1"0 bc srr;light ,md procre:ltive even when conjoined 

wi th the alien. H 

J:lcobs's interpretation of the alien agemi;J cou ld he a g;}bcric vcrsion of 
the leg,11 theorist Cathari ne MacKinnon's "victim fem inism."I ' Humans 
:Ire those who :Ire subject to aliens, who :Irc use(1 by :lliens, who cannot :Hld 
need not conselll to aliens, who arc repeatedly viol,lted and :Ihused hy 
aliens. Jacohs writes: "The evidence is now <Illite strong that we have been 
invaded by aliens and [thatl abductees arc su bject to thcir abilities. They 
have not m,lde formal COnt:lCt because they did nor want to. They have re­
mained secret because they want 1"0. They ha ve been cn!}lgillg in ,I system­
atic physical exploitation of hUITl,lns bec:.mse of a specific agenda that ad­
vances their designs. Humans do not fi 6"1. lre into the C(lu:ltion as p3rtners." 16 

Jacobs also encouraged research on abduction because of the respect it 
has brought 1"0 the UFO community. Although hc cmphasized the need for 
more academic contributions to the study of abduction, contributions lhat 
he thought should come from tenured mcmbers of the a(:;l(lemy, less sus­
ceptible to "ridicule and scorn," he noted that the :achievements of ufology 
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had been reached for the most part without any support from academia, the 
government, or lhe medi,]. Precisely because of the efforts of ufologists and 
abduction researchcrs, a phenomenon that one would expect to have been 
rejected as "wild and absurd" is ;Ictually accepted; in many circles, abduc­
ti on is not dislllissed oul of hand. Jacobs interprets this accept:lncc, the 
consideration of nb(luction ,IS ,I possibility in a variety of media and socio­
cultural locations, trilllliphandy: "\Ve have withstood intensive ridicule 
and scorn for decades and emerged, not quite victorious, but sti ll strug­
gling for the truth." 17 Respect eq uals redemption. 

Budd Hopkins W'IS the limlJ speaker of the evening. He se,IJed the sym­
posium's stress on abduction, marking abduction as the central issue of 
ufoI06,),' Furthermore, he strengthened the negative thread of abduction 
il1lerprewtion th:lt Jacob.~. Collings, :md Jimerson h:ld introduced. Hop­
kins, in other words, rejected any and all claims ahout good, henevolent, 
tr,msform:ltive, ceo-aliens. Indeed, without mentioning his name directly, 
Hopkins took direct :lim at John Mack, linking j\llack with the l-Ie,l\'en's 
Gale suicides. Hopkins argued th:lt "for anyone to accept the idea that we 
must hypass our fellow humans and look to the UFO occupants as the linal 
source of ecological wisdom and spirinml growth is, unfortunately, to take 
a step along the same path." 1M The ecologic;11 message of ahduction is, of 
course, the spin i\t lck put" on 'Ibduction , the meaning he sees underlying 
the phenomenon. For Hopkins, any such positive spin is rooted in decep­
tion -not simply in the self-deception of the abductee or the researcher, 
but in the deliberate duplicity of the aliens. 

Hopkins also macked Richard Boylan, the psychiatrist who:n the 1992 
abduction conference held at MIT sai d that he would sooner trust ,Ill alien 
than the milit'lry. (H opkins refrained from mentioning that Boylan lost 
his license. He did, however, link Boylan's politiol beliefs to the Illilitia 
movement.) Agreeing thaI lhe military has a shocking record of lies and 
deceit, Hopkins nonetheless offered the following test: In one corner of a 
room stands a Gray with its large black eyes. In the other corner, repre­
sellti ng Ihe military, is Colin Powell. To whom should a young mother 
emrust the care of hcr baby for a three-day period? ]9 1n the MUFON au­
liiencc, Powell won. 

As he arb'lIed :lbrainst transformative and positive interpretations of ab­
duction, Hopkins conti nued his praise of the strength of abductces. For 
him, mistrust of the government and the aliens needs to be kept separate 
from "suic ide cults" and "right-wing, racist militias." Rcasonable and 
healt hy mistrust is linked with a morally appropriate humanism, onc th:lt 
stresses the right to know what is happen ing to us and our families. The 
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latter, on the other hand, is implicated in the aliens' habit oflying to people, 
of telling abduct'ees that they, the aliens, are really their parents; it is part 
of the disavowal of life and humanit), found in some religions. In this con­
text, then, the abducteL'S came across as even more heroic: "J\lore than any 
of the rest of us - more, c\'cn, th:ln our voluntary astronauts and cosmo­
nauts- abductces possess an understamling of the richness and mystery of 
our universe in ways that arc more profound and morc intimate than any 
of us has known." :!! \Vhatcvcr transformation might he parI of abduction 
for Hopkins stemmed from Ihe opportu nity to take not an alien perspec­
ti\'e, but an extraterrestrial one like thaI which has animated the ecological 
and spiritual concerns of some of the aStronauts, and which has becn pan 
of a capacity to think globally. 

Mars.com 

Roswell shared front-page space with news of the Plltbfilldt'l' Mars land­
ing. In ElC!, they quickly beelllle linked together, especia lly on the Inter­
net. Like millions of ot:hcrs, I received an E-mail message thaI parodied 
official explanations for the Roswell story. headlined "fvlars Air Force De­
nies Stories of UFO Crash." The meSS:lge continued: "A spokeslhing for 
.\ Iars Air Force denounced as false rumors that an alien space cruft crushed 
in the desert. outside of Ares Vallis on Friday. Appearing al a press confer­
ence !"Oda}', General Rgrmrmy the Lesser Stated that 'the object was, in 
6CI, a harmless high-altimde weather balloon, not an ;t licn sp:lcecr.tft.' 
General Rgrmrmy lhe Lesser stated that hysterical stories of a dCl3chable 
vehicle roaming across the M;trtian dcsert were bl:Jr;tnt" fiction, provoked 
by incidents involving swamp gas." 

At various sites on the \Vorld \Vide \Veb, peopl e spccu hlted thaI, 
like rhe moon landing, the Pnrh{tm/er mission was a fmud . At www. 
marsconsplrag'.com, I found pictures (presumably enhanced by Photo­
shop) claiming to present the tnlth be hind the mission. On each page was 
an official phowgraph a\'ailable from theJet Propulsion Lab, together with 
the caption "'lake a look at what we found." Undernealh, lhc "enhanced" 
picnlres displayed a close- up of Ihe J PL original, rC\'caling part of a six­
pack left on the "Martian surface," a large steam shovcl, and t he Death Star 
from George Lucas's The E1IIpil't'Sf1'iI'ef /Jffck undergoing construction. You 
cou ld also "buy the gear NASA doesn't want you to have." On other sites, 
J found )\Iars pholOs fearuring various t)1JCS of aliens. These were playful, 
ironic iterations of more conspiratorial themes im'oh'ing a government 
co\'Cr-up oflife on Mars.!1 I learned that aliens Illay have heen responsible 
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text, then, the abducteL'S came across as even more heroic: "J\lore than any 
of the rest of us - more, c\'cn, th:ln our voluntary astronauts and cosmo­
nauts- abductces possess an understamling of the richness and mystery of 
our universe in ways that arc more profound and morc intimate than any 
of us has known." :!! \Vhatcvcr transformation might he parI of abduction 
for Hopkins stemmed from Ihe opportu nity to take not an alien perspec­
ti\'e, but an extraterrestrial one like thaI which has animated the ecological 
and spiritual concerns of some of the aStronauts, and which has becn pan 
of a capacity to think globally. 

Mars.com 

Roswell shared front-page space with news of the Plltbfilldt'l' Mars land­
ing. In ElC!, they quickly beelllle linked together, especia lly on the Inter­
net. Like millions of ot:hcrs, I received an E-mail message thaI parodied 
official explanations for the Roswell story. headlined "fvlars Air Force De­
nies Stories of UFO Crash." The meSS:lge continued: "A spokeslhing for 
.\ Iars Air Force denounced as false rumors that an alien space cruft crushed 
in the desert. outside of Ares Vallis on Friday. Appearing al a press confer­
ence !"Oda}', General Rgrmrmy the Lesser Stated that 'the object was, in 
6CI, a harmless high-altimde weather balloon, not an ;t licn sp:lcecr.tft.' 
General Rgrmrmy lhe Lesser stated that hysterical stories of a dCl3chable 
vehicle roaming across the M;trtian dcsert were bl:Jr;tnt" fiction, provoked 
by incidents involving swamp gas." 

At various sites on the \Vorld \Vide \Veb, peopl e spccu hlted thaI, 
like rhe moon landing, the Pnrh{tm/er mission was a fmud . At www. 
marsconsplrag'.com, I found pictures (presumably enhanced by Photo­
shop) claiming to present the tnlth be hind the mission. On each page was 
an official phowgraph a\'ailable from theJet Propulsion Lab, together with 
the caption "'lake a look at what we found." Undernealh, lhc "enhanced" 
picnlres displayed a close- up of Ihe J PL original, rC\'caling part of a six­
pack left on the "Martian surface," a large steam shovcl, and t he Death Star 
from George Lucas's The E1IIpil't'Sf1'iI'ef /Jffck undergoing construction. You 
cou ld also "buy the gear NASA doesn't want you to have." On other sites, 
J found )\Iars pholOs fearuring various t)1JCS of aliens. These were playful, 
ironic iterations of more conspiratorial themes im'oh'ing a government 
co\'Cr-up oflife on Mars.!1 I learned that aliens Illay have heen responsible 
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for the fai lure of tile previmls American mission to Mars. In 1993. the Mars 

ObsmJr,. simply disa ppeared r ight hefore it was supposed to have landed. 
IlUl these insertions of the Pllthjilltit'" mission into the UFO discourse 

di dn't detr;Ict from the wider enthusi;lsm for the mission. Nearly 40 mil­
lion people accessed Mars si tes on the Weh. People involved themselves 
with the trundling SojoIl1"1l<'r and irs advenrures with rocks and parachmes. 
It was octter than a \'ideog:ulle. If we can't all be astronauts, we can at least 
simu l:ne Mission Control. J ASA realizes that the astronaut ]:ld:s the 
iconic power it held for Americans in the si.>:tics; and NASA knows that the 
key to funlre successes is the Internct, inviting people ro participate in dis­
cove ries from where they are, from right there at home. Especia ll y given 
the tr.l\'ails of the Russian space station Mi,., and the dull ness of the space 
shuttle ;Istronauts, sending acrual people to outerspace hardly seems worth 
the trouble. T he Pllthfill(/rr mission shows, like the film Apollo ' l, that the 
rea l action is terminal, at the screens behind the scenes. 

Cou ld it be a coincidence that Plllhfilldt'1·landed on the Fourth of July, 
Independence Day? /lIdl'pl'lIf/I'fICI' Day fcarurc(l the invasion of E:lTt h; per­
haps the techics and cnginccrs atJPL had in mind a mini -invasion of Mars. 
Maybe NASA wanted to point IOw::ml a new world order, a global network 

lhal united people all over the globe. This time, instead of using com put­
ers to defeat the alicns, folks would usc them to adopt their own extrater­
restria l perspective. En mcshed in the networks of information and virtual­
ity that arc [Cchnocli iturc at the millennium, we c:ln rll ;l ke mOSt any li nk 
plausi ble, even convinci ng. Bur will wc fi nd anyone to belie"e us? 
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work of one of his students at Chapel H ill, Andrea Richards. In an unpublished pa­
per, ~Exploring the Mother~hip Connection: Louis Farrnkhan, Bllck Nation~lislll, 
and UFO Narr.ltives," Richards anal}'"Lcs the abduction daimsof Louis Folrrakhan, 
cxplaining that his experience is mlrrated not within tr:uiition:11 ufological themes 
but within the theolob'Y and eschatology of the Nation of Islam. T h:lIlks as well 

to Craig Rimmerman for keeping abreast of the Nru, lorkrr's coverage of aliens 
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14. L:mgdon \Vinner, Tbl' /Fb(l/r (l1II/fbl: Rfllrtor (Chic~go: University of Chi­
cago Press, 1986), p. 113. 

Ij. 1\ly inquiry is indebted to the work of Michel FOUClUh. See his Pov.'r'rlKmnri­
rlige. ed. Colin Gordon (New York: Pantheon. 1980), and /Jisriplim'(lIId Pm,;s": Tbr 
Binb oftlx Priroll (New York: Vintage Press, 1979)' As I use the t<.:flll "discourse» 
to descri he the discllssions. COllltllUnities. and practices connected with aliens and 
UFOs, hOllel"er, I am following Lee Quinby's reworkingof Foucalllt. Allowing that 
the parameters of a gil'e ll field of stau:ment.~ cannot he fixed, Quinhy prol'ides an 
clastic conception of discoursc that refers [{J thc "('ol1\'cmions for est"ablishi ng 
me:llling. designating the tnle frOIll the false, crnpolI'uing certain spcakers and 
writcrs and disqualifying others~ (Allti-Apomlypsr; £\"('r.-isrs ill Gtllell/ogim/ Critirism 
I,\\inneapolis: University of ,\ linnesora Press, 1994J, p. xv). She stresses the consti­
rution of 3 dist'ourse within a socia l cuntext "that esmblishes rq,'1tlarities or pre­
scribed ways of speaking that allow and disallow st,m:l1lems~ (p. ,w). Together with 
elasticity. the stress on situatcd ncss helps to account for th~ w~ys in which dis­
('ou["),es prolifer~te ,Hul e.~pand, Heretofore rebtil'cly dosed discourses, in other 
words. can spread heyond Ih~ ir prirn'lry field of SI,lIelllcnts. They c~ n colunii'oc 
other Iliscourses or infecl thclll l'ir.llIy, ,I eh,mg-e in memphorelfecting an alteration 
in meaning- th:t t introduces the possihility of unpredietahlc discursil'c mutations. 
Some discourses lTI~y heeome p,lrasitic on mhi:rs, ,Irriculating dements of the host 
discourse tofted Ihcirown ends. 

In ,J(ldition to drawing fTOm Quinhy's conccption of discourse. I also usc 
Ernesto L~clau and Chantal Moulfe's alla l ~'si~ of ,) diS-Cllfsil'e stnlCtllre as "an {/I'­
IIrll/fltory pl"llrti(( which constitlltes and organ izes social rebtiuns" (Hegrl/lol1Y 1//1/1 
Soci(t/isl St,.,lfl'g)' [London: Verso. 19851, p, 96). I lere, as in orher posmruclUral ist 
and cuimral studies approaches, "anicubtion" is a term of art. An arricul:lrion es­
tablishes a link alllong clements that ch<1 nges their identity (p. tOj). ThroughoUT 
this book, I ha\'i: gener,llly used the term "l ink" as all easier, hreezier, cyherian s~'n­
onytll for "arricubtion.~ 

16. \Villiatll E. Connolly, Tbe Etb~s ~f P/III"11/iulfioll (,\ l inneapolis: Uni\'ersi ty of 
Minncsot'l Press. t99j), p. 100, 

17. Jiirgen Habermas writes: "T he supposition of re.lsonablcncss rests on thi: 
nonnatil'e sense of democr.uic procedures which should !!lIarantee that all socially 
relevant iSSllesl'an be thematized, treated with reasons and imagination and worked 
through ro resolutions which-with ellllal respect for the integrity of each indi­
vidual and each life form-suit [he eqllal interests of all." I-labcrmas, "Nach­
holende Rcvolution lind linker Re\·isionsbc(brf: \V3S heisst S()zialiSIllIlS hellte? ~ in 
Oil' MOt.lrl"lle - rill IIm'ollrutlrrrr Proja't (Leipzig: Recbm- Verlag, 1(90), p. 231 (my 
tr.lllslation). 

t 8. Elaine Showalter. Hysrorirs: /-~rsuri((I/ Epidnllicr (Illd MOt.11:1"II Medill (New 
York: Columbia Universi ty Press, 1997). p. 12. 

19. The term ~c()nsenSIlS reality" is used by philosophers to denote a part icular 
theorr about the rel3tionship betwcen people's pcrception.~ and descri ptions of re­
ality and the "stuff~ that is "rea lly" om thcre "in [he world." They mighr contr.1S{ 
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16. \Villiatll E. Connolly, Tbe Etb~s ~f P/III"11/iulfioll (,\ l inneapolis: Uni\'ersi ty of 
Minncsot'l Press. t99j), p. 100, 

17. Jiirgen Habermas writes: "T he supposition of re.lsonablcncss rests on thi: 
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19. The term ~c()nsenSIlS reality" is used by philosophers to denote a part icular 
theorr about the rel3tionship betwcen people's pcrception.~ and descri ptions of re­
ality and the "stuff~ that is "rea lly" om thcre "in [he world." They mighr contr.1S{ 
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this conception of realit), with, say, a correspondence theory of reality. But ~con­

sensus reality" is also a term of an among ufologists and ahductees who usc it to re­
fer to the notions of the real accepted by and acceptable to mainstream socicty. 
\Vhen I use the term, I ha\'c both meanings in mind. 

In. Thc SOTt of conspirJCY theory I'm advocating here has nothing to do with 
anti-Semitism. Despite the fact that American conspiracy theories have apI}Cared 

across the political spectrum, t;Jrgeting variou~ enemies from the Ivy Leab'1.le 

Protestant establishment, the pope, communists, and, yes, Jewish bankers, many 
people mistakenly assume th:n all conspiracy theories are anti-Semitic:. I am inter­

ested in the form of conspiracy thinking rather than in specific contenrs. 
11. Gram Kestcr, ~Acccss Denied: Information Policy and the Limits of Liber­

alism," available in the Articles/Papers section of S,lrah Zupko's Cultural Studies 

Center on the \Vorld \Vide Web (April (997)' An abridged \'ersion appeared in 

Aftel"illlllge 2 I, nO. 6 (January 1994). 

!z. Here I am influenced by Bruno Latour's compelling discussion in Sdfllcr ill 

Artioll (Camhridge: Har vard Uni\'ersitr Press, 1987). Latour includes the example 
of UFOs 10 point to problems Ihal arise when scientists Ihink oUL~ide the ;'nel­

works~ that establish for them the conditions of inquiry, discussion, and proof. ~For 

instance," he writes, "a n astronomer will wonder why 'Illodern educated AI1lt! riLOIns 

st ill believe in Ayings3ueers although they obviously do nott~ist.' " [n this txample, 
~it is implicitly assumed th:\t peoplt should have gone in one direction, the only rea­
sonable one to take bU[, unformnarely, they have been led astray by something, and 
il is Ihis something [hat needs explanation. Thc str.light line they should have fol­
lowed is said to be I"IIriO//II/; the bent one that they have unfortumtely been made to 

lake is said to I}C jr7,lIioIl(IJ" (p. ,83). Consequently, I am not trying to explain why 
ptOple believt in UFOs. My interest is in what the attention to aliens and UFOs in 

contexts be)'ond the ufological tells us about contemporary American societ}'. 
13. ~ Push technolob'Y" refers to the elimination of the \Veb browser as media are 

pushed onto the screen without the user having to search (or t.hem. In 1997 early 
versions of Ihis sort of technology wcre available from Pointcast, Backwcb, and Ac­
ti\'e Desktop. In a typkall), enthusiastic embrace of this new technolo~ry targcwd at 
a stockowning "you" burdelle(] by disposable incomc, f-Virrd writes: "Networked 
communications need interfaces that hop across nodes, exploiting Ihe uniquc char­

actcr of distributed connections. T echnology that, say, follows you into the next 
taxi you ride, gently prodding you to visit the local a(11Iari\ll11, all the while keeping 
you up-to-date on your favorite basketball team's game in progress. Another device 
might chime on your wrist, letting you kllow thaI the route hOllle is congested with 
IrJAic, and Aashing the addres.~ of a restaUr.l1lt where you can eat cut-rate sushi 
while waiting it out. AI home on your computer. the same syslcm will run soothing 

screensavers undertleath reglllar news nashe~, all while keeping track, in one cor­
ner, of press reJe:lses from companies whose stocks you own. \Vith frequent COtll­

mercialmessages, of course." See ~ Push! Kiss Your Browser Goodbye: The Rallical 

Future of Media beyond Ihe \·Veh,~ hy the editors of Wired, March 1997, cover 

etseq. 
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2+ Phil Cousineau, UFO/: II MIIIIIIIII f(Jr Ih~ .\ filll'll1lill1l1 (New York: Harj>cr­
Collins \Vcst, 1995), p. 179. Cousineau cre(liLS these ~(I uick faClS" to an analysis of 

a [990GaliuP IlOli clone brtbe Crlltl'rfo,. UrO SllIllin]rwnllll. 
z5· ~AmillOlitics '9+" Nn:.' Jorl: 1'i1ll1'$ Alllgll::.im·, Octobcr [6, 1994, p. 37. 

26. I'm indehted to Simon Critchley mlll Aletta Non',11 fM convincing me on 

this point. 

17. In her di<;<. ... lssion of j ames I.Awelock's Gaia h)1)othcsis, Donna Har:lway 
writes: MThe sign~ls emanating from an e:nr.l(ern'Strial lx:rsp ... 'Cli\·c, sitch as the pho­

tographic eye of a spaec ship, :In' relayed :lnd tr:lnslated through the information­

processing rnachine~ built by thc mcmhers of a \'or:leiously energY-l"OllSul11ing, 

space-faring hominid culture tim called il-sc lf Mankind. And Man is, by self­
definition.:1 gloha lizing 'HId, therefore, glohal species. The people who buill the 

scmiotic and physical te!;hnolo~'Y to sec Gaia hr(lIlII~ t he global specil'S, in which 
they recognized themsch'es, through the concrete pr.Kticcs hy which they built 

their knowledge." I laraway, "Cyborgs and Symbionts: Living -Iogelher in the Ne\\ 

\\'orld Order,M ill Tbr CYborg /JrllldllOOi', cd. Chris "Iables Cr:lY (New York: Rout­

ledge, 1995), p. xh'. 
lB. \ "arren You llg. "The M :lchincs Arc Taking Over," Lifr. March 3. 196t. 

p.l08ff. 

19. Collstance Pen ley ol'erlooks the im]xHlanCe of cOmputcrs ~nd cyberspace in 
]x:raSSlOSSlllent ofthc continued utopian pmeT1tial of NASA and oUlerspKe. Sec her 

X-/SAIT rrl:: Popllli/1" Stimcr 111111 Srx;/1 Amrl"ifll (London: Verso, 1997). 
30. Dennis O\'erhre. ~And \\' ill \Ve E\'er Rerum?" Ti",r, j uly :5, 1994 , p. 58, 

3 l. Sharon Begley, ~Next Stop M:I TS," Nn.:·.r"..:"ffl:, july 15. 1994. PI'· 41 - 47. 
32. Kester's '"t\ cce~s Denied" :tppropri:nely places discus~inns of Net dernocr:ll)' 

in historical !;ollle~l. linking them wilh simibr discus~ion~ of ~I"eam and electric 

power. 
33. Sl'C thecritil-:ll article linking the Internet with nlllspir;ac), theo ry by Georgc 

johnson, MPierre, I ~ Th:n a ,\bscmic Flag on the Moon?" Sr.:: }ori' Ti11/~s, Novctll­

berz-+,I9¢'II. I~. 
34. For a thorough hi~tory of the ll c a l'en'~ Gate group from the sv.Jndpoint of 

the sociolo6'Y of lie\\, religious 11101·el11elll.'>. ~ee Roben J. B:llch, ~\\'ai ting for the 

Ships: Di ,il lusionment :lnd the Re\'im li zation of Faith in Bo:md Peep's UFO Cult," 

in Lewis, cd., TbrGQdsllilt'~ / .. IIIIIIC/I,pp. 137- 166. 
3j. Georgc johnson, ~OM Viell' of the Internet: l"erlls. New View: NULS," Nn:.' 

1;,,.1· TIIIlfI, ,\brch 30, [997, pp. E[, 6. 

36. ,\ lore complex as~cssments of the politiC:lland 1'o(.·ial nlL':lnings of networked 

compute" hal'C hel'lI common in genres of scietl!;e fiction and l'ybcrpunk, Wheiher 
in film, liu:r:uure, orcolllic hooks. 

37. For ,ICCOUIl!~ of ,lie eeleel ic mcthc)dologies fouJl(I in II orks often grou l>ed to­

gether under the name "cultuT31 studies," sec the intn)(luction~ w Clllrrtn,ISwr/irs, 
cd. and imro. Lal\fence Grossl>erg, Car}' Nelson. and Paula t\ . Treichler (New 

Yorl.:: Routledgc. (991), pp. 1-16, and Th~ ClIlIlIml Srllflirs Rrllllrr, cd. and imro. Si­

mon During (Nc\\ York: Routledge, t993), PI" t - z 5· ,\1)' underst~nding of III}' 3p-
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pro'ich h~s also been greatly enhanced by Gil Rodman's det3iled ebbor:ltion on the 
usc of culrur.ll studies for prO\~ding a specific enough accolLnt of a culrural phe­

nomenon - one, th3t is, thaI doesn't e~pbin away wh~t tllakt'S a phenomenon in­

teresting by subsuming it under, S,IY, C:l pit:ll ism or posrmodernism_ T he elelllent5 

of culnlral srudies that he finds helpful for understanding the posdJUf11oUS career of 
ElI'is Presley an! also what enable culrur,ll srudies to shed light on the UFO dis­

course: "its r:tdical colltexrualism, its explicitly political n,mlre, its commitment to 

theory. ami its sdf-n::flexil'ity_~ See Gilben B. Rodnl:ln, Eh,jslljw- Elvis: The /'oslhll­

mOlls ell/'ft'r ofll Livillg I..I.-ge/ll/ (New York: Routledge, 191)6), p. 19· 

38. Sce J ulia Kristev,l, SluIIIgrn'IIJ Dllne/ors, tr.lns. Leon S. ROlldic7. (New York: 

Columbia University Press, 1991), and NfltiolLs'U'ilholll NntkJllnlislII, tr.lns. Leon S. 
Roudiez (New Ynrk: Columbia University Press, 1993). T he discussion of Freud's 

Dns Ullbtim/ichr in the former details the psychoanalytic understanding-of the " im­
manence of the strange within the fami l i ar~ (pp. 182-1 83). Priscilla \\I:lld's com­

pelling an~lysis of cu10lr31 anxieties as they appear in, dr;JII' from, ~nJ dispbcc 
sl)Ccific offici:l) naTr.llil'es of nationhood and identity is also useful here. See \",Lld, 

COI/stiflllillg IllIIeriollls: CIII,l/r,11 Auxiety flllIl Nnrmth-t FOrlll (Durham: Duke Uni ­

,·ersit), Press, (995), especially her reflections on F Teud's use o f t he uncanny (pp. 5-
10). \Vald writes: ~ Freud's III/OII/lly ret"Of,'Ilirion .. turns on the discol'ery that the 

unfamiliar is really familiar (the stranger as sc1f) but also that t he fam iliar is unfa­

mi1iar (the self as sIT:mger). Ultimatel}' ... the uncanny sends us home to the 
disccwery that 'home' is nO! what or where we think it is and that we, by extension. 

arc not who or what we think we arc" (I" 7). 
39. My sketch of this norm:ltive model of the public sphere draws fromJUrgen 

I-bberm:ls's conccpnJali7.3tion of the hourgeois public sphere in Thr Stl"llfllmd 

TI"IIIIsj"or/lI(lIio/J oftbe Pubiic Spbn·c , trans. T holll3s Burger (CLIllbridge: M IT Press, 

1989). Sec also my cri tique of the public sphere in chapter 3 o f Solidflrily of 
Smmgers: IV:lllillislll nfter/dflllily Polilia (Berkeley: University of California Press, 

1996), and in ~Civil Society: Beyond the Public Sphere , ~ in The HI/mlbook ofO-iri­
m/Thcory, e<l. David Rasmussen (Lo ndo n: Basil Blackwell, (996), pp. llO- !4!. 

40 . Ex:lmples include the contributions to Craig Calhoun's edited I'olume 
NIII1N7/IIIS flllIl thr Public Sphere (Cambridge: I\-UT Press, (992), to Tbr PblllltOlll Pub­
licSpbr,.r, ed_ Bruce Robbins (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, (993). 
and to Public Cultllre 7, no. 1 (Fall (994)-

41. See ZYb'1llu[ Baum~n's account of the str.lnger's disnlption of the fricndl 
cnem}' opposi tion. Arguing that stT:lIlgchood can not be reduced to problems of 

knowledge and interpretation, Ballman writes: "The str:lllgers are not, however, the 

'as-yet-undecided'; they are, in principle, undeeidables. They arc that 'third cle­
ment' which should not be. T he true hybrids, the monsters: not just unclassified, 

hut uncbssifiahle. They therefore do not question t his one OPI)()sition here and 

now: Ihey question oppositions as such, the vcry principle of the opposition, t he 

pl3usibility of dichotomy it suggests. They unmask t he brittle artificiality of divi­

sion - they destroy t he world." See Bauman, "Modernity and Ambivalence," in 

Globn/ Culture, cd. I\ \ ike Featherstone (London: Sage, 1990), p. 1..].8. 
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4" Fot, ,horuugh .""""n,of,lle f ..... 'IOi •• ,Kl f~.,,,fro!bpi ... '1' ill Am<:,kon 
.n'i_.lien"rn.~lh,'dILlknn .. ".T1HPnTJofFt",.,F",."N,molSf ,l{ornn.n"" 
liN ,\'",,' /oI'f{hl ,wAmmfRn IllSfory(Ch'pd Ilil1 : Un,,· .. rsi,)·ofNonh Carohn.Press. 
,~8). 1'", intld""d.o ,\I.n)' Kell), fo, br",~ing thIS IlOOk '0 my .tte01,,,,, 

4J . In his In,ruduc,ion to 'lM l'InIHIMt I'uMrSp/xt~ (1'1" ,·ii - x,,'). flnlCt' Itob­

hms rt:rurn, to W.It .... LtPI"" ... ·,crlfiq\leof,he:p"bhc.s.nun.u .. n.hf .. i de.", 
c"n,,,ler,,·h""m<:lM,oobffor ,hcl,,,bl,~,ohc.JII""'otn.I",hto,,,,n""'. lI.oh_ 

hm lcl1.lJengc<,hccqu>tingof.htpoli,kol ... ;.hthtpuhliclnthts.ns<of"l"'n.1. 
,,,,,.<!UCSUonlht.»ump,,nnlh>t",tt1king,;';ihl,,"; •• uffie,en. - o,C'·cnneo;e,;­
... y_ furroh"c:lI..,'ion .... 'l'ceung.h" "'nrth-,!;.h .... y .... h .. I$f""'Slrrll<d '0 be 

~nor..-..nIc:d.I\" .. m.k .. 'hcpuhlic.l'runHlmi!'t>oPI""ili<"'Hl'hch,dtlcn 
Thcpuhhc,phe:"'i'h,un'edlJy ,hel"""I~litr"f'hc,n ... s,IM.'hc<io-<cd.'he:S<:­
cr .... nd'he.u,n:pttt,""'.,II)·l."<>ntt'ni' ... "h ,he " .• ). ,h.T. 'hrough ''''''cr yuse. 
,he «>nccl"of,heI'"Wic<phcn:""mpd,di>cbu,c""cn" i'I'Q,,,,,,.f,, .. h"f"'S'i­
b;I,,), 'htn:c:lnnC'·erhe.fundi!ldo~un:bttou§csu'pic''''';jrene ... 'i,...I'u'St'me­
"·h,, ,ilIrcr~II'I)'.'hc ,n,<",ubl<"",I,";,)· ,ho, g'''''' ,he l'ubbe<I,I"" ... ;t> 1",1", ... 1 eh,,· 
.... c,b"ngs"-ilhtt'heJ'm' .. ~ndd;.,, .... ,on<of,~n"'on. 

f+ I "r "mO)'- h .... ".., .... "h .hen<. ctmsl",,"c"j· i~ ,n ,he .if. In "The Clin"", 
II ...... :. ""'"cr ,,,,de on ,he X"" 1M!' nm,~M"g";.mrfil< Feb"",,), IJ, t997, 
Phihp\\'clSsdi"",,,, ... ,ht.,,,iollS,,,,llSpi ... e,c<.lIcgctll)· inml,-;"g,ho:CI,n,on 
\1"". Ho"se.Th"",n·er''''''lU""" ,h .. -no I',<!'idc",h .. h<:cn pu.>t,hc<;t:n'cr 
of """" n~'SI~~><}' Thc<,,; ... II<)T hocn ,he obi«t of 'JI<>'" ,-;rul"", ."n,,,,,io,, .. 
\\'h .. "i,.bou,lI,nChn,,,,, _ .nd,httu1;oon.lcOlI.?"Ye,. ,II,rn.cllI.ngtn pointS 
"",.,hcccn.r.Ii,),of,ho: formC'fpr";,kn,.CL\di...,.or, S~ull.nd 1J.o"""inlti., •. 
• nd T,il" .... h" George llerl",,, 1\'.1 .... lIush to ron'l';r~c}' ,htnking. S« Rogin. 
~,;\Io~. ,\1) n.y!· Sp«I:>CI ... Amn.,." in Imp.,.,ol l'"I1"".." in Culrurrr ofV"mJ 
S, •• <1 /mptn"{"',. .... LAm) K'pbn,nd Doruld E. I'e."" ([)u,h .,n, [)"k.Un,,·cr­

stty l',ess.t\l9J).fI!'·i99- SH-
H. Wilh.", Corl.tt. C"",,,,,m'l] ,"""HI U~,ry: A {'rJllla if ''krrlJllln I-;n,.", .• -

§1M' (Durh.m. Duke Uni,,,,,,i.)· I', ..... '989). Th.nks to Tom Dumm fo, helptng 
m<unde"".nd'~"nflOn.nC1:o{,hi<d"'-"U>"onof, •• ssurJ""". 

46. ll e,e l .. ntllk"'Konly.bou, ,heUFOCOtn'Tlun")'ill'~ Un"edSmcs. 
Th" ... nc btgl'.nd .e,i,·. UFO g,nop< on £n~bIlJ. Au" ... lu .• nJ fl • .,i!. A UFO 
I1Iu,""u'" .nd """.,d, ...,,,,e, ,s undc, ".)' in J.p.n. Tho: Mum,,1 UFO Nct"co,. 
(,\IUI'O .... '),ncludesn:prc§cnUl"-.sfTO""hmy-Ii,-.d,lf.rtnt C<lU n.ri ... 

47·A'p"""n"I<:ln·'p""·ide ... liJ.,-;<k,,,,,,for,hi''''tternen,.G.lJupro!J.,,,J>­
I~,n . hed ... n ,h., ,,~h!;ngti.n,1 hd,cf'PJ ... rthrol,ylwut the U.S. pop"buOII(,I­
'h"ugh,hepc'ccn .. g.orcoll~gl:gr.ldUJ'($"·h'lh"hew,nUF()<,sh,ghcr'h'nthe 
pe,rcll"'geof,h"""""hOllI)'.highschoolc,lucnionj.S«G.IIOf,·nJl\'ewport. 
-Reltef ,n I',)""hi" .nd P .... n ... 'm,1 I'hennmcn. Widcsp .... d .monll Atne,ic."s." 
UFO I,,~rnu,e """"'" ,It..- IIi,· ...... ;'}· .",ong ... i"' ........ "d .!>duc,,,,,. -'IUFO",', 
d""", .... W.lter Aooru, "P""" .. ·"b ,hi~ ,ss<ssnlen,. "lth.lU~h he od""" Ic:dgcs ,hot 
,he nu",I.e, of Afri ... " A,,,e,, .... n< i""tr",,,-d on ;o,ning ,II UFON 'cnrt~ 10 he: 10"'. 
,I, .IIVFO;o.J'. 'Wi l",orn"'011.1 liFO S)"lnl~u"'. ,he.ud,cn"" sc:em«l.o Ix: iu" 
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Brenda Denzler 's survey dat:l on the 1996 symposium indicate that 83 percent 
of the participants were whitc. Her data confirm thc Gallup llOli results with regard 

to edut.uion: 63 percent of the participants had bachelor's degrees, and I I percent 
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Ui;1T elections. See Denz1cr, " \\'ho Are \Ve?" I\/I.; I'ON UFO JOIII"IIllI. n,). 349 (M:ty 

1997), pp. 9-14. 
48. Those of you reading Ihis, don't worry; your secrelS are safe. 

49. See Tony Kushner, / llIgdr ill Alllt'rim: A Gay Falltllsia Oil Nar;QlI(II Thr1lles 

(New York: Thea1"Te Commissions Group, (993). In partieubr, I have in mind ~ P:lrt 
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tbe SpllU IJ/'ogmlll (Nell' York: Basic Books, 198;). 

51 . Rogin writes: ~The linbge of expansion to freedom instead ofm Ihe acqui­
si tion of {'olonics prepared the United States to see itself as the legitim.lte defender 

of freedom in the postmlonial Third \ ·Vorld" ("Make M y Day,~ p. ; (0). 

5: . In his aCCOUllt of narratives employed in the omstitution of American na­

tional idclltity, Michael Shapiro explains that ~responses to cultural :!lIxieties have 
often t:lken the form of repeating the story of the winning of the \Vest; Ihe reteiling 

of the myth of \101ent (yeT sacred) expansion h:!s been a dominant mode through 
which 'America' has performed ilS legendary national idelllity. Such te-xtual perfor­

mances, in which Americans are constituted (or reconstituted) in response to eul­

rural anxieties ahout appropri:lte person hood, h:1\"e been evident in various histori­
cal periods ... in which I\merica's mythic \Vestern past was reaAirmed ... [and are] 

eSI}(:cially pertinent to the ]lOlitics of constructing the alien-othcr .~ NASA's con­

struction of the as[Ton:lut-hero is one such retelling. See Shapiro. "Narrating the 
Nation, Unll'e1coming thc Stranger: Anti- Immigration Policy in Contemporary 
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;J. Elayne Rapping, The Lookillg Glass iVorld of NOl/ftrrioll TV (Boston: South 
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54. "m drawing here from what Shapiro refers 10 as "the myth of vacancy at the 
place of settlement," a myth vital to the nation:!l identity of the bihlicallsrael and 

redeployed in America's fantasy of the wild, open West. See Shapiro, " Narr:uing 

thcNation,"p.lS· 

5;' Pau1 Boyer, Wben Time Shllll Hr No iHo/"e (Cambridge: Har\':lrd University 
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57. See my "Coming Out as an Alien: Femini,ts, UFOs, :lml 'lilt: Oprnh Ef­
fect,'~ in "Btlli Girls',/"Good Gids": IVQ1IIt'1I, St'.t:, (lilt! P(fIJ.'l7·illlbr Nil/Nits, cd, Nan 
Hauer Mag-li n :lnd Donna Perry (New Brunswick: Rutger.; University Press, 1996), 

PP·90 - 105, 

CHAPTER I . FUGITIVE ALIEN TRUTH 

1. There arc numerous ways to imerpret not JUSt Tb .. X - Files bill also the series' 
conneCTions to contemporary p:lrnnoia. Forcx:lmple, \ Villiam Carey Mc\Villianl.S 
finds that "in 1996 paranai,l has taken a stride tow:lrd the mainstream: -+8 percent 
of Americans. Nr~'Siu,'k told us, believe in UFOs and :Ire convinced th:1\ the gov­
ernrnent is covering up the c\'idetlce, while 29 percent helie>'e the government has 
been in contact with alil'ns. The T V Series 'The X-Filcs' (like the tilm 'llill'prnilmrl' 

DII}') s~'mbolizes that rather creepy dimension of the national mood. It also tells us 
something about our politics: The heroes :Ire people who work for thc govern­
ment. Ameril':lns m:l}' suspect oAicbls of being in leaguc with malign powers, hut 
they also know, :11 least diml)" that go\'erntllcnr is the be~t hope they've got." 
1\\c\Villi ,HllS, ~Clinton's Reelec tion: T he 'X' F:letor:' COf/fIllQII1.I'(III , October II , 

1996, p. 9. Givcn Mulder's allt,lgonistic relationshi p \'0 the rest of the hllfcau, I 
don't share J\Ic\Villiams's interpret:ttiotl of the series. Indeed , it seems to me that 
:\ Iulder's horte rests less in [he go\'ernment than in the possibility of going direct ly 
to the pcople. See also the eontribUlions to "Onl)' A ll Knov.-h',lgI·": Rmdillg fbI' X­
Files, cd. D:lvid L~\'ery. Angela I-bgue, and !lhrb Ctrtwright (S)'r3cuse: Syr:acllse 
University Press, [91)6). Ofcuurse, the best place to find high-lllInlity X- Fil/,f com­

metl tary is Ihc Internet. 
!. Sec Sar,lh Sregall's commcnt:lr)' on the episode: ~Six Degrees of Separation," 

posted in 1996 ,It htrp:!!www.wchcom.com/munchl-yn·lIlunehk}·n@ncl.com.eol1l. 
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6. Although Hopkins's 1981 book, Missillg Tilll(, w:tS the first to disconnect ab­
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it was not the fif'lit published alxluctiofl account to recei\'c wi(!espread attention. 
The first. a~ I discuss helow, occurred in rhe early sixties and in\'ol\'Cd a Massachu­
setL~ couple, Beny :lnd Barney I l ili. 

7. A 1990 Gallup po ll reported that 27 l)Crcelll of its responden rs believed UFOs 
had contacted Earth. This sa llie poll re\'ea ls that although there 11:1S l)Cen a dedine 
in belicfin the reality of UFOs since t978(57% in 1978 \'s. 47 % in 1990), there has 
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been an increase in t he n umber of people claiming to have seen a U FO (9% in 19;8 

\"5. 14% in '990). The Ti1l1e1CNN poll taken inJ une '997 has 8 percent ofils re­
SI}(mdenL~ reponing to have seen a U FO and 11 percent believing that heings from 

other pbners have c0111aelcd humans. "Poll: US H iding Knowledge of Aliens." 

CNN interae1il"e (June 'S. 1997). hnp:llwww.enn.com /US/9706/t5/ufo·I>olll 

index.heml . 
Resulrsof:1 t993 1>0]1 in Germany indicate Ihat only 17 percent ofCermans be­

licve in tbe reality of U FOs, '9 pereenrofthosc living in t he \Vest :md 11 percelll 
of those living in the East. See the IlIIlex to 11I1I:l7ll11iolllll PIlMir Opillioll, /1)92-1993 
(Westport, Conn.: (995), p. 549. Addi tionally, a search of the Nnriolli/I Newrp(lprl' 
1m/ex indicates th~1 rna~s-media attcntion to UFOs and aliens ill 1995 (the year fol ­
lowing the publication of Mack's book) was ncarly twice t hat of '990 (i\l enlo Park, 

Calif.: [nfort11:ltioll Access Company, 1995)' 
8. Karl Vick, "U FO Abduction T akes Not Quite So Alien: Mainstream Society 

Finds Span: for Supernatural Storytellers," t-VllshinglOll Port, May 9, 1995, p. A16. 

9. This posting was part of a series in which scveral mt:mbers rambled ami 
ramed about tht: Hollywood group known as the "Rat Pack." SOllie incorporate(1 

the Las Vegas performers Frank Sinatra, Deall Martin, Joe), Bishop, Sammr Davis 
J r. , and Peter Lawford into various conspiracy theories involving the Kenlledys, the 

Mob, and control oftht: government. Others worried about IheirtreaUllenrofJerry 
Lewis or admired their cool abilit}' to "walk into 3 parry as if th.:y wer.: "alking ontO 

a yacht." 
10. T ral"is \Vaholl, Tbe llilltoll Expet"il:llu(New York: Berkley. (978). 

II. Neither \ V,llton nor the announcers menrion that the NaTiollal Elllflli/"f1·fca­

turc{\ the \ Valton case in at I.::lst two issues (D ecember J 6, 1975, and July 6, J 976). 
T hey also forget to add that \ Valw n and t he six men who claimed to witness his ab­

dunion split the $5,000 prize rhe)' won from the tabloid for W 1975 'S Most E~traor­

dinar}' Encounter with a UFO." Sec Cunis Pe.:bles, If-a rch the Shesl.-l Chrollicle oj 
The Plying SIll/feT MyTh (\Vashington , D.C.: Smithson ian Inst itution Press, J994), 

pp.1JO-:3 1. 
12. Sec also D ouglas Rushkoff's discussion of the T-shirt campaib'll by rhe me­

dia activist Nick Phillip,:1 campaign involving the production of T -shirts bearing 

the slobran "UFOs Arc Real:' Rushkoff Iluotes Phillip as saying, " It's t he ulrim:lte 
conspiracy, in a way, bm iu; real value is on a metaphorical le"el. \Vhat an alien 

would represent in rerms of dealing wi th our current paradib'lUS-OUr under­

srandingof what 's possible. As we appro:lch the next millennium, the rate of change 
is increasing dramari'::JI1),. I think the UFO is an icon of th'lI change. It's showing 

that we're moving through a period where we need more spirituality in order to an­

swer t he quescions." Rushkoff, Mcdill Vir1ls(New York: Ballantine, 1 99~). 

13. C. D . B. Bryan, Close Encollme1"SoJ!br FOllrt); Kind: AlirnAbdllcrioll, UFOs. (/lid 
the CO/Jferell(~11I 1\IIT (New York: Knopf, 1995), p. '55' 

14. My stress on fugitiviry grew out of reading Jacques Vallee's PIISSP(}t"t to 

MI/gol/it/: Oil UFOs. Folklorr, lind PllrlllJd t·lforMs (Chicago: Contemporary Books, 

1993 [1969])' Vallee links the ~fugitiviry of UFO manifestations" wilh fairy tIles, 
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theorizing that both are manifestations of a superior consciousness/entity inter­

"ening in human life from a parAllel reality. 

t 5. Elaine Showalter ar!,'tles th;1I alien abduction is but one slrnin of an epidemic 

of hystcria runningr.lI11p:tnt in America t<xi.ly. Sec her I-Iyno,.its: I~ys'rrira/ Epitltlllics 
1II111 .\lodtnl CIi/tII" (Ne .... Yorl.: : Colutnbi~ Uni"ersity I>ress, 19(7). 

tfi. Kei th Thompson arguC$ that the UFO phenomenon represents transitional 
or liminal experiences throug-h which we come 10 appfn·iate the impOrt:1I1Ce of the 

,·ery process of quesrioning. of the se:lrch jt~clf. Sec Thompson. AlIgds 1IIId Alifllf: 

UFOs {/II// tbr ,\ Tylbi( 11II11J!,illlllioll (New Yurk: Addison-\ Ve~ley, 199 t). 
17. Sec Elaine Shuwalter, SexlIlI/ AI/II/yby: Grlll/n·/lllt! Cllllliu /lIlbr Fill tit Sit-cit 

(Nell' Yorl: Penguin Hooks. 1990) 3nd Sally Ledger 3nd Scou ,\leCrJeken, ells., 
Cllbl/llI/PolltICS/lllht Fh/ tlr SiMr (Calllbrid!,'l!: C:llnhridgc Uuin:rs1\y Press, 1995)' 

SotTle of the discussions of American millennialism [h3[ take up U FOs ~nd alien ab­
{Iucllon include Hillel SCh .... arrl., Cmlllry's EIIII; 1111 OntllfllliOIl ,\lilli/lid flr.:W,.I/ Iht 

Ii"lll" 2000 (New York: Douhleday, Currency. [9¢). esp. pp. [71-176. and Charles 

II. Slrozier, " 'po(tl~ypsr: all fhr 1)s.yrholo!{'lofPlllltilllm·lIrt1lis1II ill Alluria, (Boston: Be3-

con, (994), esp. pp. l3S-lj]. 
[8. See Lee Quinb}', IIl11i.ApQmlypsr: WllyS ill Gmfll/ogim/ Criricis7/! (M inneapo ... 

Ib: Unil'ersity of 1\ l innesota Pn;:ss, [994). 

[9. Gordon J . J\lclw ll , "The Cont~lrt"ces: A Sun·ey." in Tbr Gods lfill'l' LillI/ltd: 
.\'ru· RrI~l!.iolls from O,"r,. Wod"s, cd. Jmne~ It Lewis (AI han)': St.ue Uni"cr>ity of 
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erJge o f astronaut livcs Throughoul Ihe prime )"e:mi of the sp,!ce pro!,'T;un. Quinbr 
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\\ 'a~ owned by a compar;lIil'elr abselllee hushand /fnher, Ol'erseen by a lI'i(el 

mother, ,md enjoyed hy 'legitimate' childn::n UnTil their mamrit)'. The incre3sed 
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"bachelor :lstronaut" Jack Swigerr. He is trying to impress:! WOlllan with a double­

entendred accounl of how, :IS cQmmalld m{){[ule pilot. he slides a prohe inw a spe­
cial hole in order to couple wiTh The lun:lr module (LF ... \I ). SwigerT demonsrr'ltes 
rhe proc:t:dllTe by insening :1 heer botde into a gbss. suggesting that the woman 
think uf herself as the glass and him as the bottle. In the book Apollo 13 LOI'e]] 
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Books, (994) 
!. Lee QuinllY's analysis of home sp~ce stresses how the Jlllbi\'3lent set of mean­

ings thaT home links IOgether"fire up apocalyptic longing ~nd :1llxiety.'· This might 
explain part of the appell ofroad-uip storieS in gencrJI and '-'pollo /; in p~rticular. 

Iler genealo/,.'Y of home spaces, most SI)(!cifically as it poinlS 10 the felll iniz.at ion o f 
a domeStic pril'ate sphere in whi te middlc-c!3ss homes in postw,lr America, pro­

\~des a helpful description of rhe kind of home el'oked by the film 'I!ld inl!ledia co\'­

erJge o f astronaut livcs Throughoul Ihe prime )"e:mi of the sp,!ce pro!,'T;un. Quinbr 
cxpbins th,1I homes were defined as "places of affection for a nuclear f:llnily, which 

\\ 'a~ owned by a compar;lIil'elr abselllee hushand /fnher, Ol'erseen by a lI'i(el 

mother, ,md enjoyed hy 'legitimate' childn::n UnTil their mamrit)'. The incre3sed 
distances he", cen where mrhers ..... orke([ and where they lived brought signi1ic;1ll1 
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"bachelor :lstronaut" Jack Swigerr. He is trying to impress:! WOlllan with a double­

entendred accounl of how, :IS cQmmalld m{){[ule pilot. he slides a prohe inw a spe­
cial hole in order to couple wiTh The lun:lr module (LF ... \I ). SwigerT demonsrr'ltes 
rhe proc:t:dllTe by insening :1 heer botde into a gbss. suggesting that the woman 
think uf herself as the glass and him as the bottle. In the book Apollo 13 LOI'e]] 
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explains: ~At thirty-cight, Jack Swigcrt had previously been known mostly for ue­
ing the only unmarried astronaut el'er ;\Cceptcd into NASA corps. In the eady 
L960s - when image was all, ant! aptitude sometimcs secmed to come sc(,ond­
this was unthinbhle. HILt as the nation 's anitmles loosened up in the latc L960s. 
so dill NASA's. The l:llI. crewcut Swi!!en had the rt:putation-good-nanlredly 
tolerated by the Agency - of a ramhunctiou~ hachelor with an acti,'c social life. 
H!hethcr Ihis was true or nOl was unknown, bur Swigert (\i,] what he could to per­

peruare the image. Ilis Houston apartment included a fur-covered recliner, a beer 
spigot in Ihc kitchen, wine-making el]uiptnent and a state-of-the-;lrI stereo syS[em~ 

(p.8,). 
Indeed, Swigen's status 3S the only unm:lrried astronaut contr3SL~ with Lorell. 

who is married I,~th four childrcn, 3ntl Fred H3isc. whose wife is pregmHlt with 
their fourth child. As lhe film progresses. the excesses and inst;Lhilitics of Swigert's 
sexuality increase, adding to lhe lensio11s rising with the problems that beset lhe 
Apollo I) mission. A week bcforc the launch. the third nH:mber of Lovell's crew, 
Ken ,\bttinglr (Garr Sinise), is eX]lo~ed to the mcasles. Swigert is shuwering" when 
he receives the c~1I frum NASA thaI he is to take M;ltringly's pIKe. The woman 
showering with him is nOl the one he was flirting with al the parl),at the heginning 
of the film. Il:lise has little con/idence in Swigert, as if the badlclor astronaut were 
some SOrt of home wrecker. Marilyn LOl'ell's loss of her wedding ring in the showcr 
on the morning (,( lhe l:lUtH.:h suggests as much, especi'lily since, 'llmosr immedi­

ately rhereafter, Swigert tells the medic helping him into his space suit: ~ 1 '11l going 
to give them:l ride Ihey'li newr forgct.~ 

This homoerotic note can be read into the excesses of straight tl13sC"ulinity ap­
parcntly neees~:lry in the intim:ue working rel:n.ionship of a dose and cozy space­
craft. It is sounded directly, howe"er, when 1'!:Lise tells Lon:ll, J'lt hurl.'> when I uri­
nate.~ He says, "I think ole Swigert gal'e mc the clap." Not only is Swigert blamed 
for 3 problem, his sexu'l lity is lingered, a se:mcllity capable of transmitting ~ disease 
to another man. Aftcr a hriefpause. I-b ise continues: MHe's been pis~in' in m)' re­
lid t\Jbe.~ In an age of AIDS, one CLnnot amid linking sexual diseases passed be­
tween men with this line ;lUo!lf e(lllipnlent nor supplied by NASA -especially 
gil'en Hanks's Ac~demy Aw:ml- winning role as:l lawyer with AIDS in the film 
Pbilllllrlphiu. Lovell responds, U\Vell, that will be a hOI one at the debriding for the 
flight surgeons. That's anOlher first for America's space progratn.·' Perhaps this in­
troduction ofholllocrotil'islII is what enables Lovell to emhrJCC Haise as his fcars 
and fe\'cr increase. Perhaps it h:ls entercd 3S the possibility Ihat Ihey will nOt return 
home, that the relationships an{l assumptions tnarking their pre"ious ("onceptions 
of home hal'est,lTIed tOl'Oliapse. 

4. My ~[[etltion to urine in the film is indebted to Quinby's ~Urination and Cil'­
ili7~1tion: Practicing Pissed Criticism," in Allti-Ap(}{II~YPSI', pp. 115- 13+ 

5. Quinhy pays particular attention to Ihe conlemporary recontlb'llration of 

the home through networks of electronic inform~tion circuitry, conceiving the 
phenomenon in terms of the ';dep l o)~nent of technopression" (Allli-/lptx{/~ypsr, 

PP·136- 1J7). 

Notes to Pages CS4·CSS 2 I 3 

Copyrighted Material 

Copyrighted Material 

explains: ~At thirty-cight, Jack Swigcrt had previously been known mostly for ue­
ing the only unmarried astronaut el'er ;\Cceptcd into NASA corps. In the eady 
L960s - when image was all, ant! aptitude sometimcs secmed to come sc(,ond­
this was unthinbhle. HILt as the nation 's anitmles loosened up in the latc L960s. 
so dill NASA's. The l:llI. crewcut Swi!!en had the rt:putation-good-nanlredly 
tolerated by the Agency - of a ramhunctiou~ hachelor with an acti,'c social life. 
H!hethcr Ihis was true or nOl was unknown, bur Swigert (\i,] what he could to per­

peruare the image. Ilis Houston apartment included a fur-covered recliner, a beer 
spigot in Ihc kitchen, wine-making el]uiptnent and a state-of-the-;lrI stereo syS[em~ 

(p.8,). 
Indeed, Swigen's status 3S the only unm:lrried astronaut contr3SL~ with Lorell. 

who is married I,~th four childrcn, 3ntl Fred H3isc. whose wife is pregmHlt with 
their fourth child. As lhe film progresses. the excesses and inst;Lhilitics of Swigert's 
sexuality increase, adding to lhe lensio11s rising with the problems that beset lhe 
Apollo I) mission. A week bcforc the launch. the third nH:mber of Lovell's crew, 
Ken ,\bttinglr (Garr Sinise), is eX]lo~ed to the mcasles. Swigert is shuwering" when 
he receives the c~1I frum NASA thaI he is to take M;ltringly's pIKe. The woman 
showering with him is nOl the one he was flirting with al the parl),at the heginning 
of the film. Il:lise has little con/idence in Swigert, as if the badlclor astronaut were 
some SOrt of home wrecker. Marilyn LOl'ell's loss of her wedding ring in the showcr 
on the morning (,( lhe l:lUtH.:h suggests as much, especi'lily since, 'llmosr immedi­

ately rhereafter, Swigert tells the medic helping him into his space suit: ~ 1 '11l going 
to give them:l ride Ihey'li newr forgct.~ 

This homoerotic note can be read into the excesses of straight tl13sC"ulinity ap­
parcntly neees~:lry in the intim:ue working rel:n.ionship of a dose and cozy space­
craft. It is sounded directly, howe"er, when 1'!:Lise tells Lon:ll, J'lt hurl.'> when I uri­
nate.~ He says, "I think ole Swigert gal'e mc the clap." Not only is Swigert blamed 
for 3 problem, his sexu'l lity is lingered, a se:mcllity capable of transmitting ~ disease 
to another man. Aftcr a hriefpause. I-b ise continues: MHe's been pis~in' in m)' re­
lid t\Jbe.~ In an age of AIDS, one CLnnot amid linking sexual diseases passed be­
tween men with this line ;lUo!lf e(lllipnlent nor supplied by NASA -especially 
gil'en Hanks's Ac~demy Aw:ml- winning role as:l lawyer with AIDS in the film 
Pbilllllrlphiu. Lovell responds, U\Vell, that will be a hOI one at the debriding for the 
flight surgeons. That's anOlher first for America's space progratn.·' Perhaps this in­
troduction ofholllocrotil'islII is what enables Lovell to emhrJCC Haise as his fcars 
and fe\'cr increase. Perhaps it h:ls entercd 3S the possibility Ihat Ihey will nOt return 
home, that the relationships an{l assumptions tnarking their pre"ious ("onceptions 
of home hal'est,lTIed tOl'Oliapse. 

4. My ~[[etltion to urine in the film is indebted to Quinby's ~Urination and Cil'­
ili7~1tion: Practicing Pissed Criticism," in Allti-Ap(}{II~YPSI', pp. 115- 13+ 

5. Quinhy pays particular attention to Ihe conlemporary recontlb'llration of 

the home through networks of electronic inform~tion circuitry, conceiving the 
phenomenon in terms of the ';dep l o)~nent of technopression" (Allli-/lptx{/~ypsr, 

PP·136- 1J7). 

Notes to Pages CS4·CSS 2 I 3 

Copyrighted Material 

Copyrighted Material 

explains: ~At thirty-cight, Jack Swigcrt had previously been known mostly for ue­
ing the only unmarried astronaut el'er ;\Cceptcd into NASA corps. In the eady 
L960s - when image was all, ant! aptitude sometimcs secmed to come sc(,ond­
this was unthinbhle. HILt as the nation 's anitmles loosened up in the latc L960s. 
so dill NASA's. The l:llI. crewcut Swi!!en had the rt:putation-good-nanlredly 
tolerated by the Agency - of a ramhunctiou~ hachelor with an acti,'c social life. 
H!hethcr Ihis was true or nOl was unknown, bur Swigert (\i,] what he could to per­

peruare the image. Ilis Houston apartment included a fur-covered recliner, a beer 
spigot in Ihc kitchen, wine-making el]uiptnent and a state-of-the-;lrI stereo syS[em~ 

(p.8,). 
Indeed, Swigen's status 3S the only unm:lrried astronaut contr3SL~ with Lorell. 

who is married I,~th four childrcn, 3ntl Fred H3isc. whose wife is pregmHlt with 
their fourth child. As lhe film progresses. the excesses and inst;Lhilitics of Swigert's 
sexuality increase, adding to lhe lensio11s rising with the problems that beset lhe 
Apollo I) mission. A week bcforc the launch. the third nH:mber of Lovell's crew, 
Ken ,\bttinglr (Garr Sinise), is eX]lo~ed to the mcasles. Swigert is shuwering" when 
he receives the c~1I frum NASA thaI he is to take M;ltringly's pIKe. The woman 
showering with him is nOl the one he was flirting with al the parl),at the heginning 
of the film. Il:lise has little con/idence in Swigert, as if the badlclor astronaut were 
some SOrt of home wrecker. Marilyn LOl'ell's loss of her wedding ring in the showcr 
on the morning (,( lhe l:lUtH.:h suggests as much, especi'lily since, 'llmosr immedi­

ately rhereafter, Swigert tells the medic helping him into his space suit: ~ 1 '11l going 
to give them:l ride Ihey'li newr forgct.~ 

This homoerotic note can be read into the excesses of straight tl13sC"ulinity ap­
parcntly neees~:lry in the intim:ue working rel:n.ionship of a dose and cozy space­
craft. It is sounded directly, howe"er, when 1'!:Lise tells Lon:ll, J'lt hurl.'> when I uri­
nate.~ He says, "I think ole Swigert gal'e mc the clap." Not only is Swigert blamed 
for 3 problem, his sexu'l lity is lingered, a se:mcllity capable of transmitting ~ disease 
to another man. Aftcr a hriefpause. I-b ise continues: MHe's been pis~in' in m)' re­
lid t\Jbe.~ In an age of AIDS, one CLnnot amid linking sexual diseases passed be­
tween men with this line ;lUo!lf e(lllipnlent nor supplied by NASA -especially 
gil'en Hanks's Ac~demy Aw:ml- winning role as:l lawyer with AIDS in the film 
Pbilllllrlphiu. Lovell responds, U\Vell, that will be a hOI one at the debriding for the 
flight surgeons. That's anOlher first for America's space progratn.·' Perhaps this in­
troduction ofholllocrotil'islII is what enables Lovell to emhrJCC Haise as his fcars 
and fe\'cr increase. Perhaps it h:ls entercd 3S the possibility Ihat Ihey will nOt return 
home, that the relationships an{l assumptions tnarking their pre"ious ("onceptions 
of home hal'est,lTIed tOl'Oliapse. 

4. My ~[[etltion to urine in the film is indebted to Quinby's ~Urination and Cil'­
ili7~1tion: Practicing Pissed Criticism," in Allti-Ap(}{II~YPSI', pp. 115- 13+ 

5. Quinhy pays particular attention to Ihe conlemporary recontlb'llration of 

the home through networks of electronic inform~tion circuitry, conceiving the 
phenomenon in terms of the ';dep l o)~nent of technopression" (Allli-/lptx{/~ypsr, 

PP·136- 1J7). 

Notes to Pages CS4·CSS 2 I 3 

Copyrighted Material 



Copyrighted Material 

6. See Scon Bubtman's T('rmilllllldt'lIfi~y: Tbr I'imlill SlIlif(1 jll I'QSl'mo.:lrm Sci­

mer Fiffioll (Durham: Duke University Press, 1993)' 
7. Walter Isaacson, " [n Search or the Rca[ Bill Gatcs," Tillie. January 13· 1997 , 

P·47· 
S. lhid., P.46. 
9. Walter A. MCOOtlg".lJl ,. . Tbr /-If/WrllS 11111/ thr Etmb: A Polifim/ !-listory oftbe 

SpllU I'rogll/lll (Ncw York: Basic Books, 1985). p. 399. 
10. Loudon \Vainright, "Apollo's Creat Leap for the )\Ioon," Lijr. Ju1r 25, 1969, 

p. ISO. 
II. 1-lttp://www.feedIll3g.com/97.oJhest/97.o lhest/htllll. 
I!. Constance Penley, .'\~4SA/Trr~·: POpUitl1' Srirlla 11111/ Sf X ill Amcriftl (London: 

Vcrso. 1997). p. 15· 
13. ~SPKC: An Americ:III Necessity," '.iff. NOI'ember 30. t959, p. 36. 
1+ "D~wn of the Spaccman," Nr;.:·.r;:·ft'k. july II, 1960. p. 58 

!;. l\1 cDougaJl, '/1)C /-Inwells lIIu1tbr &mb, p. 7. 
16. Secihid., pp. 141 - t 56. 

17· [bid.,p, 194-
IR. Preliminary sl'aA- dr~ft , "Org':l ni 7.ation for Civil Space PrograIll5," Fcbruary 

!2, 1958, pp. 1,5 (NASA History Office), circd ibid., p. 171. McDougall prol1dcs 
a comprehensive history of the sp:]CC progr.tm. (Iocumenting the itnpact of the Cold 

\\'ar. cOrreSI}()nding dCI'c1opmems in reconnaissance 'illd satellite teehnolob,)" and 
mili tarv conneCTions wi th ~pace explor.nion. Since much of my concern is wilh the 
public image of the sp,lce program. l wi1l not addre~s its connection with sccrct mil­

itlr~' proje(tS. 
19' See !\1cDollb'3Jl , . . . Tb~ Ilmvmslmdlbr &lrt". p, 346. 
zoo In his book Tbe Derision to Go 10 11)( MI)()II: Projrt'f ApollQ IlIId Ibl' NnriOllllllll ­

rrrrsl (Cambridge: MIT Press, 1970)' Jobn M. Logsdon wril'es: "This decision 
tdentified, for the world to sec. a sp~ce achic"ement as a national goal s)~nholic of 

American detcnnin:llion to re111;11n the le,tding power in the world" (p. too). 
2 t. Ibid., p. 1 n. I am not sa}~ ng that the only reason Kennedy decided in fal'or 

of:l moon program was im'lge or prestige: but one fattor among many, it is The o l1e 
that intere~ts me here . Lob'SJon prol'ides a dctailcd analysis of this decision and 
American space I)()licy more generally. 

Zl.Qunted ibid., p. t28. 
13. T he sense of an audience was not restricted to the spat'e program. ho\\'el'er. 

The National Science Found,]tion sponsored a confercnce, ~The Mass Media and 

the Image ofScience,~ on November 6, '959, [n h is remarks, the foundation's di­
renor. Alan T. \ \'aTerm:lIl. ohserved that the imagc of American customs in the 
minds of lIIost Amcricans was th:l( presenrcd by the llledia. Consequently, he rec­
ollltllcn(!cd that television consider replacing somc of the ~soap operas, shoot-'em­
up \ \'esterns, and other entcrtainmellt itetns~ with scienee-relate(] programming 
He challenged the media to create ~a cli mate of excellence" (not unlike rhat which 

had enabled the Soviet Union to achiel'e its technological successes). a climate 
"conducil'c to scientific and !echnological achievement:' Yet, \Vaterm3n acknOIl'I-
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Shatrue. Tbr Talkillg Cllrt: T V'lilll: Sbuu.-·sflI/IIIVtJlI/rII (New York: Routledge. (997)' 

15. I 3111 gnleful (0 Shane Kenyon for insight on this poim. 
16. Sec lhe disl.'l.lssion in I lertn:1Il E. \'311 Bolhuisand Vincente CololII. Cyl!"· 

spncr Rrjl(rtiol/s (BnlMels: VUB Unh-ersity Press. 1995). pp. 106- 107 · 
17. Thom:ls E. \ \feber. " \ \'ho Uses the I nterne t .~ IViIII Sf1"rrf ]011/'11111, Decem­
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riences. 
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Ibr IlIftJrmurio ,j S"prrhigir.: .. "y (New York: NelO.· York Uni"ersity Press. 1CJ96). p. 10. 

lo.J3mcs B. Twi[chell writes th3t ~since the ad\'ent of the remote-control open­
tion. tilt: "icl\'cr essentially makL""S up his own show Out of 3 potpourri ofselluences. 

1\ lost critics clon'l understand this beclUse t hey don't oonsume tele\'i~ ion as an e,'er­
shifting L':Irni\'31" (Cul'n;",,1 CIIIIIII?: Thr Tmshill[{ of TflSf~ in !/mn-ir.1 [New York : 
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1 [ . Sec Mark S[oub, 11"11' of lb., 1I'i"./i!s: Cybt"l"Jp",r 111111 rbr I-Ugb- 'n'cl! Aml/dl Oil 

Rl'lIlity(New York: Basic Books, 1995). p. 149. 
2!·. See Kurt Andersen. "T he Age of Unreason," Nro.' }Urkr,., Febl1lary j, 1Cj()7, 

PP· 4o- ·H· 
23. T hese issues and concerns h:lI"e been brought up in m~'riad w:l}'s in 3 variety 

of cOllle:cts. Among the numcrous contrihmiuns in some of these ar .... ~s ~re the es­
S,1}'S collL'Ctcd in Linda Alooff and Elit.:lhe th Potier, Frlllinlst EpiSlrl"oIoglrI (New 
York: Routledge. 1993); Bruno Latour. Sdrllfr ill Aniall (Cambridge: Ilan'ard Uni­
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D:lI'id T heo Goldherg(Cambri dge: Basil Blnckwcll , 1994). pp. H4 -370: ~nd Greg 
Sarris, "'What J'm Talking ahout \Vhen I'm """:l Iking :IOOur My BaskelS: COIll'ersa­
[ions with Mabel McK:l)', ~ in DdCalQllhilig {br SlIb)m: Thr Politics of Grill'" ill 
11101111'111 IIlIla/!iagmph,y, cd. Sidonic Sm llh anlllulia \\'a tsun (J\ l inneapoli~ : Unll'er­
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cr.llic sta le: thc l)Clief in uni\'ersal aceess to reliable information and therefore, by 
impliL"II tion, to truth" ( If'ilroftbr War/ils. p. I z..-). 
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39. Sec P:ltrici3 A. Turner, I H({II'lIIT Tbrollgb Th.· Cmpfvillf (Berkeley: Univer­

sity of California Press, [993), esp. pro 180- 20 I. 
40 . See ihid., pp. 151 - 163: ancl John Fiske. /\lr"ill MIlfTerr: Rit(t' till/I Cfm/,·,. jll 

U.S. IJoliticr (Minneapolis: Uni\'ersity of MinneSOT3 Press, [996), esp. pp. 191 - : t6. 

41. jlm3th:m V:mkin. COlISpimrifS. C01't'1'- IIPS, (1m! Crimt's (1\lew Yo rk: Paragon 

I-lollsI', [99[). p. 151 

41. Ihid .• p. !J!. 
43. See D3\·id H. Bcnnen's 'n" PIII"t_'Voffrtlr: From NIlfi1:ist .'\foVI'J/IfI/fS w tbe NeUI 

Rigbt ill /Il11rl"i(fl1l History (Ch:lpe1l lill : Univer5ity of North Carolin:i Press. 1988). 

4+ S. Paige B~ty, AlllrrjClIII I\ fOIllT)e: Tbt' Mnkingofll H()(~r Politir (Berkeley: Uni­

versity of California Press, [99:;:). p. 13 0. In her f3scinating srudy of j\bril)'n Mon­

roe :Uld the inscp:lrability ofthc politil~l from the cultural in late twenticth-century 

America. lhty an:t!p;es the conspir.lcy theories around the star's de3th. Baty IInder­

stands cOnSpif:lcy theory as ~ "cartogr;lphic~ mode of rernernhering: ~it seeks to 

hring hislOry'~ hidden plOTS to light in the mass-mediated realm of public appcar­

:1nce~ (p. 1 (7). She exphins: " Remembering here is equivalcm to tf:lcking, or map­

ping, history'S hidden plots. The (~onspiracy narr~li\'e traces a seemingly random 

series of cvcntS ;lnd weaves t helll into a coherent 'secret plot.' Conspir:tcy narrati,'es 

iix plots as:l nonnative standard, producing narrati\'e Structures in which the world 

becomes more coherent hut less open to the exigencies of spontaneous hUlilan 

:Iction~ (p. 1 (9). 

" 1'101" 111:ly be ;1 centra! feature of conspiracy theories around Monroe or per­

haps oftheories about assassinations and violent deaths more generally. It is less im­

portant, however. in the UFO discourse ;lnd, I would add, for cOllspiral"}, thinking 

in tcchnoculture. The pleasure that conspiracy thcory prc)\'icles has less 10 do with 

cohercncc and meallingthan with llOwcr ;111 £1 contestation. As Baty agrees, one who 

theorizes conspiracy holds:l form ofknowlcdge, an insight into the working'S of his­

tory. Hut whercas BatysITcsses the plot struclure of this knowledge, I stress its char­

actcr as evidence; Ihat is, the specific hits ami pieces the Ih('oretician holds onto. 

The power of:1 conspiracy theory comes less from its narr:lri,'c thall (rom the evi­

dence llimn which it is built. Once n fact is est:liJlishe{\, \'eriticcl, myriad links be­
conle possihle. Ufologists. Kennedy :lWlssin,uion researchers and, I think, e\'('n hi­

ographers of Maril)rn take great pains to pro<luce e"idence, an,\ their (]IIHn::ls and 

disagreements with official explanations STem from the failur(' of such explanations 

to account for the ellidence. 

45. Richard Hofstadter, ''The Par.lnoid Style in American Politics.~ in Tbe Fellr 
ofConspirnry. cd. David Brion D:l\'is (Ithaca: Cornell Unh'ersity Pr('ss, 1971 ), p. 3. 

For :1 thoughtful critique of Hofs tadter, see William Chalo upka, "Conspir.lCY 

Thinking:ls a Mode of Polit ical ClIhllTe,~ p.lpcr presented at the 1997 Americ:m 

Polirical Science Associ:ltion Annual M eeting. For a compelling account of "politi ­

cal dCl1lonology~ auemi,'e to myri:tcl deploymcnts and lIIanifest:uions of conspiracy 

thinking in American political eulmre, see Michael Rogin, Ronald R"II,I!,IIII. tbe Movie 

(Berkeley: Univer5ityofCalifornia Press, 1987), 

46. Ibid., p. 8. 
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